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ABSTRACT
Each person who accesses the world wide web usually does so from a position of
isolation. To physically sit at the computer and engage in the process of viewing is a
solitary activity. While each viewer may experience the web on individual terms, there
are common factors which mediate the web viewing environment and which have a
significant impact on the way in which that environment is perceived by the viewer.
The aim of this thesis is to contextualise and critically examine the functioning of the
world wide web as a viewing environment for web specific art work. It does this by
focussing on several key aspects of the web environment, and how these shape and form
the viewer’s perspective. In particular, it examines how the web is mediated by the
elements of interface, the organising structures of time, memory and knowledge, and the
balance between the potential freedoms of the web viewing environment and the powers
of government, commerce and institutions which attempt to impose their structures upon
it.
Understanding the situation and position of the viewer in the web environment is crucial
to artists producing web specific art work. The viewer experience is approached through
the original ideas of “digitality” and the “viewer pose” which describe the interaction
between humans and computers as a condition of thought and as a physical process in
the context of interface.
The world wide web promises many things. It is a unique blending of computer and
communications technologies which links its users across the globe through the vast
digital network of the internet. Ideally it offers the viewer an opportunity to transcend
physical boundaries, interact with other users either one-to-one or as part of a
community, and exchange information and ideas immediately and freely. The web’s
ability to facilitate the creation of structures which are fragmented and non-hierarchical,
through interface and hyperlinking, shape the viewer’s experience. This thesis examines
these aspects of the viewing experience and uses concepts proposed by Deleuze and
Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1980) of the rhizome,
and smooth and striated space to expand and elucidate the discussion.
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plateau one
As I Pass
A Personal Reflection on the Web Viewing
Environment

I am standing in a zone of white light. The zone is a
vertical line, as wide as I am, the light is very bright.
I take a step forward, and that step takes me out of the
white light zone, into a scape which is black, extending
into what seems to be infinity.
The darkness is
punctuated by floating spherical objects. Perspective and
distance are not accurate. By extending my arm I can
reach any one of the spheres and hold it on the palm of
my hand. Inside the spheres are patterns or designs like
the most complex marbles, and these change like the
view through a kaleidoscope. Moving forward though this
scape does not in any way change my position relative to
the spheres.
I take a step back into the vertical zone of white light,
turn 180 degrees, and step out of the zone in the
opposite direction. Once again there is darkness, but this
time it is complete darkness.
Nothing.
As I move
forward through this space I feel resistance against me
made of fine threads of net or webbing, which give way
and break with my progress, but even as my movement
breaks these strands, I feel them reforming behind me,
as though I had never passed.
March 2000
Sydney, Australia
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INTRODUCTION

The Research Journey

The areas of new media art and theory have been fascinating to explore. In my initial
studies in new media I was interested in the stories that the emerging electronic media
could tell, and how they could be used in new ways to tell old stories. My Bachelor of
Creative Arts Honours thesis of 1998 was titled “Telling the Interactive Story: The
Challenge Facing Digital Multimedia”. It was an investigation of the ways in which
artists and writers were adapting their texts to the narrative possibilities presented by
interactivity. What became increasingly apparent was that many of these works were not
just utilising non-traditional narrative structures; through their interactive techniques and
devices they were exploring the relationship between the text and the viewer, or user.
At this time (1997) I interviewed Linda Dement, the Australian new media artist about
her 1994 CD-Rom piece Cyberflesh Girlmonster. I asked her how she imagined the
viewer. She replied:

Probably with my work, on a scale of 1-10, the interactivity is not very high, it’s
just the stuff that I’ve set up that they move around within. So I think the work
that I use within my head is usually the user, but it’s pretty close to viewer,
because they’re not actually making changes to the work, they’re just moving
around within it. Yeah, that’s a tricky one . . .

Over the next several years, as I dipped through a series of vastly different pursuits, it
was this “tricky” notion of the viewer that stayed with me, because as every good
storyteller will tell you, there is no story without an audience to tell it to. What kind of a
space does the viewer experience? What are the limitations of that experience, and what
possibilities does it present? How much of this experience is formed by the inherent
characteristics of the electronic/digital and how much is imposed through design and
convention? With the popularity of the world wide web expanding until it has become a
mainstream medium, these kinds of questions became increasingly relevant and
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interesting.

When it came time to settle to study once again, I started casting around, looking for a
fresh approach to these questions. Searching for a way of looking at the world wide web,
and the issues facing the viewer, in a framework that was fresh and interesting. I began
to search through the new media discourse, particularly works which dealt with world
wide web. I re-familiarised myself with the works of key hypertext theorists and authors
like the American George Landow (Hypertext in Hypertext 1993 and Hyper/Text/Theory
1993, edited by Landow), which I had read in my earlier research into narrative
structures. I extended this research into semiotics by reading the key texts of French
structuralist Roland Barthes in Image/Music/Text, and then further into the poststructuralist with French theorist Jean Baudrillard. I considered Baudrillard’s writings
about representation, in particular the essays “On Seduction” written in 1979 and
“Simulacra and Simulations” written in 1988, which raise notions of simulacra and the
hyperreal, and the dematerialisation of the object, to be replaced with a form of
representation based on information, which forms the basis of much of the writings
about virtuality.

In my research I was drawn to the idea of examining the world wide web, not just as an
abstract concept or a closed off entity, but in the way in which the viewer experiences
the web.

I was looking for ideas which explained what I thought to be the case

intuitively; that the experience of the web viewer is not a clearly defined or easily
theorised concept. The approaches of hypertext theory and the theories of Baudrillard,
with their basis firmly in semiotics, did not seem to me to adequately describe the sense
of the web viewer that I had, which was more firmly rooted in the notion of a physical
identity.

I agree with American academic Brett Stalbaum’s argument in the article “Aesthetic
Conditions in Art on the Network: Beyond Representation to the Relative Speeds of
Hypertextual and Conceptual Implementations” that applying Baudrillard’s theory of the
precession of simulacra to a study of net art is problematic, because it leaves one with a
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field of examination which is the “purely presentational” surface of the screen.
Stalbaum writes “The problem in the application of the precession theory relative to
net.art [sic] is that representational simulacra appears visually only within the order of
the literally superficial: a spectacle evident on the screen . . . . This screenal surface, the
visual presentation, can at best only confirm or clarify an art proposition through the
technical processes of image delivery”. To examine net art comprehensively, it is
necessary to look at more than just representation as it exists on the surface.

Gradually, in my searches through the literature, I began to identify three key areas of
the web viewing environment that my attention was drawn to, because they existed as
areas of tension within new media discourse about the web. I began to formulate my
own approaches to these areas, considering my own experience as a web viewer.

The first of these areas is the relationship of the physical body with the interfaces of the
computer and the web.

I wanted to articulate some of the nuances which this

relationship imparts on the web viewing environment, firstly by proposing that there is a
condition of thought which arises from the digital viewing environment, which I have
termed “digitality”, and then to pick at the surface of the screen and to describe the
physical effects of viewing on the viewer, which I have called the “viewer pose”.

The second area where I found an interesting tension was in the examination of how the
some aspects of the organising structures of memory and time are experienced in the
web viewing environment. I was interested in how the web viewing environment could
sustain notions of memory and time, which were at some levels linear, and at others
began to subvert that linearity, taking on properties of the fluid and fragmented.

The third area my attention was drawn to was an examination of power relationships on
the web. I found that there were competing discourses, one which had a technological
utopian feel, equating the potentials of the online experience with transcendence of
boundaries and personal freedom, and the other making attempts to colonise this free
space, through regulation and commercialisation.
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Most of all I wanted to shed an illuminating light on the topic, and at the same time
facilitate further inquiry and discussion. To find limits and boundaries and then to push
against them with just a little pressure, on the chance that one might bend a little, or hold
its rigidity against expectations.

In my own web browsing, I often look at web specific art work. This is how I refer to
the art projects which are designed and created specifically to be viewed on the web, in
the web context. As I mentioned, I’m a storyteller, and I appreciate good stories. I like
to think of art, and of my own artistic practice in whatever medium, as one of the many
forms of storytelling. As I am browsing, I am coming across sites which exhibit web
specific art work, and I recognise in them some of the tensions at play which I am also
working on for this thesis. So as it became apparent that I would need some sites to use
as case studies, these were the types of sites which came to mind. They are also useful
in this case, because artists usually create with a view to communicating with an
audience (as Linda Dement expressed), and in the case of the web, this audience is the
viewer.

While examining different theories and critical ideas I found myself returning most often
to those of the French duo of thinkers, Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995) and Felix Guattari
(1930-1992). Their ideas shape one’s perception of the world in much the same way
that stories in traditional oral based cultures are designed to. The stories of Deleuze and
Guattari act as small lenses that you can hold to the eye, that show you a different
perspective on the view you are beholding, without altering it in any way. Using these
lenses you get a kind of x-ray vision through contemporary society and culture, which
allows you to see through previously solid objects. They also alter the perception of
depth, bringing everything onto the same plane of focus. This allows a viewer using
these lenses to observe previously hidden relationships between objects, and differing
articulations of space.

Use of these lenses can be challenging; many users report

experiencing headaches, ranging from the mild to the severe, accompanied by a distorted
sense of time’s passing and slight sense of disorientation. Sometimes these symptoms
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can linger for a long while after the use of the lenses themselves has ceased, remaining
like a kind of double vision, where objects are not duplicated, but rather take on an
insubstantial quality. The stories of Deleuze and Guattari remain with the reader long
after their experience of the story itself has ended, infusing their meaning into everyday
experience, like all the best stories do. They appeal to the intellect and the mind, yet
they speak to the personal.

I found myself returning to two of Deleuze and Guattari’s stories within A Thousand
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, in particular: the “Rhizome” (3-25) and “The
Smooth and the Striated” (474-500). I began to see them as a way of exploring some of
the issues of the web’s viewing environment.

I found that although Deleuze and

Guattari are well known and widely used by those who write about new media, by
authors such as the editor on the new media journal ctheory, Arthur Kroker, there still
existed some scope to make an application of these two ideas to the web in order to
make a study of the viewing environment. I began to make a study of memory, time and
the internet itself using the knowledge structure of the rhizome, and to explain the
rhetorics of utopia and the forces of dominance and regulation as the operation of
smooth and striated space. I started to examine this increasingly familiar environment,
and then to put on the Deleuze and Guattari lenses, as it were, and to take another look.

A Context for Deleuze and Guattari
The influence of the writings of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari on contemporary
critical thinking is pervasive and wide-ranging. Their seminal work entitled A Thousand
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, originally published in French in 1980, is
breathtaking in its scope, complexity and audacity of intention. In this text, Deleuze and
Guattari contemplate the development of linguistics, the influence of historical events,
the workings of the political State, and scientific thinking, to mention just a few of the
areas. In the chapter titled “Introduction: Rhizome” they write “Here we have made use
of everything that came within range, what was closest as well as what was far away”
(3). This text challenges the reader not just to think new things, but to think anew - to
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examine the functioning of power and knowledge through the agency of ideas such as
those of the rhizome, faciality, deterritorialization, becomings, nomadology, and the
refrain.

Deleuze and Guattari, the classically trained philosopher and the practising
psychoanalyst, like so many of their French compatriots who have gone on to shape the
landscape of critical thinking in the late twentieth century, were actively involved during
the student and worker uprisings in Paris of May 1968. It is at about this time that their
collaboration began. What would seem to be an intriguing pairing on the face of things
is actually quite an effective meshing of skills and interests. To this point, Deleuze in
his philosophical work had rejected the traditional canon, in favour of thinkers like
David Hume, Benedict Spinoza and Friedrich Neitzsche - the anti-establishment thinkers
of the European tradition. Guattari, following ideas proposed by Jacques Lacan, had
been working to destroy the hierarchical power structure which exists between a patient
and therapist in practice. Their anti-establishment, anti-hierarchical ideas and their
inter-disciplinary approach matched the mood in a vibrant time for French philosophical
thinking, with the ideas of other authors such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida,
Roland Barthes, Paul Virilio and Jean Baudrillard gaining currency with similar fields of
enquiry.

In 1972 Deleuze and Guattari published their first collaborative work together, Anti
Oedipus a “spirited polemics against State-happy or pro-party versions of Marxism and
school-building strains of psychoanalysis, which separately and in various combinations
represented the dominant intellectual currents of the time” (Massumi xi). It caused
much debate in the intellectual circles of French society, and was followed by A
Thousand Plateaus eight years later.

A Thousand Plateaus operates by identifying what Deleuze and Guattari consider to be
key moments or events which have created or typify a transformative shift in perception
or critical thinking. Although superficially structured in chapters, the instructions for the
reader set out in the Authors’ Note state that this text is “composed not of chapters but
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of ‘plateaus’” which the reader is encouraged to read in any order. They write that a
“plateau is always in the middle, not at the beginning or end” (21). One of the central
underpinnings of this work is the assertion that “Writing has nothing to do with
signifying. It has to do with surveying, mapping, even realms that are yet to come” (45), and the authors have attempted to put their models for nomadic, unhierarchical
methods of analysis and writing into immediate practice. Think of what we describe as
a plateau. On a line graph, it is a section of the line in which there is neither a
perceptible increase or decrease in the level of the line. In geographical terms, it is when
a raised area such as mountain or hill comes to its highest elevation not with a peak, but
with a considerable area of flat surface. If your stockbroker is talking about a plateau,
she is most likely to be referring to a period in which the price of stocks on the market
have maintained their value without considerable change. A plateau is essentially a site
or a moment where things which are normally defined in relationship to up and down,
are, for some appreciable distance/surface/time maintaining a steady level.

Now

imagine a thousand such level surfaces, always threatening to transform into something
higher or lower, more or less, faster or slower, and you can begin to understand the
operation of A Thousand Plateaus.

From its very beginnings, the ideas surrounding new media theory and digital
technologies have been closely linked. George P. Landow, the hypertext theorist, traces
what he terms a “remarkable convergence” between literary theory and computer
hypertext in his 1993 work, Hypertext in Hypertext (2-3). His trajectory takes him
through the ideas of Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and Jean
Baudrillard to name a few. His argument is that poststructuralist critical theory and
hypertext have many of the same concerns, that “we must abandon conceptual systems
founded upon ideas of center, margin, hierarchy, and linearity and replace them with
ones of multilinearity, nodes, links and networks” (2-3). Landow further argues “critical
theory promises to theorize hypertext, and hypertext promises to embody and thereby
test aspects of critical theory, particularly those concerning textuality, narrative, and the
roles or functions of reader and writer” (2-3). Hefty promises indeed. This spirit of
testing critical theory in the realm of digital communication, which is so enthusiastically

8

pursued by Landow, is one which still persists. Consequently, Landow wrote that the
“very idea of hypertextuality seems to have taken form at approximately the same time
that poststructuralism developed, but their points of convergence have a closer relation
than that of mere contingency, for both grow out of dissatisfaction with the related
phenomena of the printed book and hierarchical thought” (1994, 1).

This same

dissatisfaction is evident in the writing of Deleuze and Guattari. They present a critique
of hierarchical writing, thought and societal patterns, and propose and use alternative
views and strategies to make their case.

Stuart Moulthrop writes in his 1994 article “Rhizome and Resistance: Hypertext and the
Dreams of a New Culture”, of the relationship between the ideas of Guattari and
Deleuze to the emergence of the practice and theory surrounding hypertext writing. He
articulates the importance of the relationship in the following manner:

But A Thousand Plateaus serves in this discussion as more than an example of
proto-hypertext.

It has also been a major influence on social theories and

polemics that have a strong bearing on the cultural integration of new media. In
the entire poststructuralist pharmacopeia, Deleuze and Guattari’s cultural critique
seems the most potent of psychotropics. (301)

Martin Rosenberg points out that “hypertext, as theorists describe it, seems to function
as a site for two mutually exclusive yet fundamentally complicitous human impulses: a
struggle for liberation and a surrender to domination” (270). He concludes that avantgarde thinkers and artists form a genealogy which can be traced in their grounding in this
polemic in art. He states that “one can read the history of the twentieth-century avantgarde as a genealogy of tactics of resistance to geometry, and, in this respect, the works
of Deleuze and Guattari represent a logical extension of this genealogy” (275).

The ideas raised in A Thousand Plateaus have a currency all their own when it comes to
new media. They seem to chime on several different levels, creating resonances which
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can be detected in such things as the vocabulary used to discuss new media concepts and
the ways in which internet culture is described and describes itself. Although new media
is not specifically taken up in their work, it does contain extensive and detailed analysis
of two tropes which are crucial to new media theory - how technology operates in a
capitalist society, and the ways in which information is conceived, reconfigured,
transmitted and transformed. Take, for example, the title of the text, A Thousand
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. This is a title with the ability to slide right off
the mind, with its immediate references to a geographical feature, an economic system
and a serious mental illness, using vocabulary drawn from three seemingly unrelated
fields. But it also has a poetry about it which has the ability to catch at notions that one
may already be familiar with.

Imagine a thousand glowing screens, in a thousand homes and offices and cafes across
the world. Each screen, each monitor, attached to a keyboard on one side, on which a
thousand sets of hands dance out instructions. Each screen also connected to a central
processing unit, which hums and purrs and rapidly calculates a stream of binary codes.
But the screen itself is a surface, in the midst of the computer user’s movement and the
machine’s computations. A thousand plateaus perhaps?

These plateaus are not completely isolated, one from the other. There exists between
them a tenuous connection of wires and cables capable of transferring data from one
plateau to any other plateau which is also connected. A network, which traverses the
geography, ignoring that which is not plateau as though it were not there at all, bringing
that which is far away to butt up against that which is near, and rendering what may be
quite close as imperceptible. The world wide web can be seen to function as a thousand
plateaus.

This thesis includes within it plateaus of a different kind as well. These represent the
moments in which I had my own transformative shift in perception and critical thinking
as I engaged with the ideas that form this thesis. These plateaus are in the form of the
personal stories I wrote as I developed this thesis. The ideas I was considering began to
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weave their way into my waking hours and throw their shadows into the crevices of my
dreams as I slept. I dreamt of moving through scapes as very different to those of my
waking, physical reality, I began to see the operation of the viewing environment in
contexts other than the web, I recalled moments when my own personal understanding
of the notion of surface and depth were first realised, I saw webs and the operation of
smooth and striated space metaphorically enacted before my eyes.

If I had to describe my intellectual and creative process in one word, I would say that I
am a “storyteller”. I come from several long lines of gifted oral storytellers and thinkers,
and a cultural tradition which privileges the story, not just as a literary device, but as an
integral part of the everyday. Stories can inspire, teach, provide insight and reflect the
thoughts of the individual or culture which tells the story. Stories are important to me.
This thesis has stories placed within it between the chapters. These are my own stories,
written in response to the critical material which is being investigated in the body of the
thesis. They act like “reflection pools” within the larger narrative of the thesis proper,
giving a site for the reader to pause, and perhaps opening a window onto a different
perspective to these ideas. They have been documented so that the reader can have a
sense of a different kind of traversal of the material in this thesis, something akin to the
anti-hierarchic operation of a rhizomatic structure, and the unbounded operation of
smooth space (as put forward by Deleuze and Guattari), without compromising the
structural integrity of the thesis.

Web Specific Art Work
The phrase “Web Specific Art Work” has been used in this thesis to describe art which
is designed to be viewed in the world wide web environment. As a consequence this
work necessarily uses the presentation protocols of the web, such as browsers and other
interactive and networking interface elements. Web specific art work is electronic and
digital in its nature, and regards itself as part of the larger web environment. It takes on,
whether consciously or not, the attributes of a web site or other web based protocols and
delivery strategies such as quicktime movies. There is an important distinction between
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the phrase “Web Specific Art Work” and descriptions such as “Computer Art” and
“Digital Art”. The latter refer more to the tools used to make the work, whereas the
former is more concerned with the final viewing environment.

In the context of this

thesis, this foregrounding of the viewing environment is a more useful defining phrase.
It shifts the focus away from the methods of production, which can be both analogue and
digital, and directs it at the relationship that the web creates with the viewer.

The use of definitions and terminology is a political action. This is a relatively new field
of art, where the terminology is still in the process of being created, refined and defined.
Kathy Cleland, the Australian new media writer, curator and artist comments on this in
her Editorial for Artlink in 2001. She writes about new media art:

Mercifully we have, as yet, been saved from “e-art” in the shift from electronic
art to digital media, and now to new media art - with contenders like intermedia,
multimedia and hybrid media popping up along the way.

The shifting

terminology indicates the fluid and contested nature of the new art form which
occupies the interstices of already existing art forms and hungrily engulfs new
technological developments as they come along . . . . Indeed, it is the very
convergence of audio-visual, computing and communications technologies that
simultaneously defines this area and enables and encourages the permeability of
boundaries and resultant hybrid practice.

The term “Web Specific Art Work” has the capacity to incorporate works which utilise
this convergence and hybridity in technologies and production methods, when they are
created for exhibition in the web environment.

Net Art
The term in current usage which most closely resembles the phrase “Web Specific Art
Work” is net art, which is also sometimes written as netart or net.art. The phrase net art
seems to be loaded with expectations that extend beyond just a basic description of a
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delivery medium or viewing environment.

It resonates with ideas associated with

radical art practice and is, at some level, expected to subvert or challenge popular
expectations or values of art, internet protocols or electronic communications, to extend
beyond the level of the visually and aesthetically pleasing. Brian Frye, writing about net
art for TNR Online (the New Republic), states “Bluntly put, the most successful of these
artworks are the useful ones - they don’t just look good, but are practical as well”.

Russian Net Artists Natalie Bookchin and Alexei Shulgin in their “Introduction to net.art
(1994-1999)” created a playful, manifesto style set of statements regarding net.art up
until the time of writing in March-April 1999 and which remains largely true today.
Although satirical and slightly mocking, it demonstrates some of the important values of
net art of irony, self referentiality, humour and playfulness that can often be found in the
statements of net artists when discussing their practice.

Take for example their

definition of “net.art”:

a. net.art is a self defining term created by a malfunctioning piece of software,
originally used to describe an art and communications activity on the internet.
b. net.artists sought to break down autonomous disciplines and outmoded
classifications imposed upon various art practices.

In a section titled “0% Compromise” Bookchin and Shulgin write that “This manifesto
speaks to a willingness of net.art to function independently from established institutions
. . . . Realization over theorization”.

While acknowledging the radical and subversive roots and practice of net art, the voices
of the art institutions take a more conventional approach to the description and,
ultimately, classification of net art. These definitions of net art attempt to locate it
within contemporary art discourse by following trajectories through video art,
contemporary installation practice, and other art forms which have formed a radical
departure from mainstream art. Definitions also often try to offer a list of characteristics
or specific features of net art. There is a palatable attempt on the behalf of institutions to
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give the perceived “rebellion” of net art a context within the broader contemporary art
discourse.

In a 1999 lecture given at the San Jose University, David Ross, then the Director of the
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art articulated this institutional voice. In his lecture
titled “Net.art in the Age of Digital Reproduction”, Ross frames a context for the
emergence of net art through the radical practices of video art in the latter half of the
Twentieth Century, in particular the early work of Korean-born video artist Nam June
Paik, which were directed “towards a critical examination of the potential of what he
[Paik] called, two way communications”. However this potential for communication
was never fully realised in video art practice, whereas it is one of the foundations of the
internet.

To follow Ross is to follow net art through a trajectory which aligns it with

positions within artistic and cultural discourse which operate to undermine or even
overthrow the prevailing mainstream art discourse.

Ross views the internet as a

“potentially revolutionary context” because it has the quality of interchangeable readers
and writers, brought about by the infinite possibilities of networking. “The ability to
shift, hide, conceal or invent identity and the ability to explore, within an increasingly
controlled order, notions of non-order, creative anomie, provisional disorder as well as
anarchy itself”.

Ross writes that “working on the net, artists can engage with a set of aesthetic practices
(and to use the word “design” is probably inadvisable here), that seem to be designed to
confront, contain and transform the art world’s prevailing economies”.

Ross struggles for a definition of net art. He asks “Can we locate the use of digital art
within existing art structures that today represent the art world or does it call for a
construction of a new discursive space?” He writes that “It seems that, finally, we need
to begin to define these distinct qualities of net.art”. Ross then goes on to describe his
“21 Distinctive Qualities of Net.Art”. They are a list of (strangely enough) twenty
points of varying length and complexity which Ross feels distinguish net art. They are
loose and observational in their nature, and cover such points as: the relationship
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between the audience and the work, for example “1. The ability to move and assemble
audiences”, the digital qualities of the net, for example “5. Net.art is purely ephemeral”,
and the perceived freedom of the net, for example “16. Net.art is anarchic and
dangerous”. Ross contextualises his list by stating “I’m only feeding back what I’ve
taken from looking at the web and reading some of your own writings and works”. In
this lecture, Ross wavers between setting a boundary or limitation on net art, and the
need to mark out some sort of framework at least from which a critical discussion can be
formed.

Steve Dietz, the American writer and curator, in the article “Why Have Their Been No
Great Net Artists?” (2000), has defined three distinctive characteristics of the medium.
These are interactivity, connectivity and computability. Like his fellow curator David
Ross, Dietz doesn’t however place too much stock in the notions of a system of
categorization for net art, beyond a functional value, claiming that it is “useful”, but that
ultimately, it is a process of description which should “follow practice and not viceversa”. Dietz concludes by arguing that:

Just as easel painting-or the movie screen-are not the proper contexts in which to
understand Renaissance “installation art”, contemporary installation art is not
necessarily the right context in which to understand net art. It is the net itself.
The system.

Writing in the online journal Switch in 1998, Brett Stalbaum has no hesitancy in
declaring that there is an argument to be made for a clearly defined net art aesthetics. He
bases his arguments on the following four points.

1) there are aesthetic qualities in the presentation of net.art that are in no way
divorced from the form simply because it is virtual; 2) while the aesthetic
qualities of network based art do indeed share the concerns of traditional
aesthetics, these traditional notions (revolving around beauty and taste), are not
the most interesting or important concerns for network based art; 3) that net.art
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has a specific aesthetic quality relative to time which is important to any critical
evaluation of it, and; 4) that net based art is primarily suited to a conceptual art
practice which traditional notions of aesthetics can serve, but not complete.

Stalbaum’s argument is essentially an attempt to “contextualise this art arena within the
larger world” in the social and cultural context of a technologically networked
environment. He makes a case for a trajectory of net art development which positions it
as part of the “20th Century potential for the divorce of art from objects or matter
altogether”, as witnessed in some forms of performance and conceptual art. This is a
direct result of the non-material nature of information and the digital processes it
undergoes in order to travel over the network.

Stalbaum identifies a specific aesthetic of net art which he calls the concept of “speed”,
and which his argument contends has a direct relationship to “conceptual depth” in the
works that he examines. Stalbaum writes that “Net.art that utilizes the surface of the
screen as its only site of endeavor can . . . be analyzed as purely presentational, which is
the same as saying purely superficial; while it is net.art that uses the aesthetic
possibilities of representation mostly in support of its art ideas, processes, active models
and systematic agencies which manages to become more fully art of the network”.
Stalbaum gives the example of the net art project e13. He argues that although the work
is obviously interactive (the viewer navigates by point and click through several screen
which are composed of various visual elements drawn from images which are familiar to
the viewer because they reference graphical user interfaces and other computer
iconography), the “aesthetics involved exist only at the interface in the form of a
picture”. The criticism of this kind of work is that it does not consider its context
beyond the graphical or representational possibilities afforded by the use of the
computer, adhering to the concerns of traditional aesthetics. It “ignores the material
interactions between networks and the rest of the world”, because it fails to “connect up
with other systems relative to distribution of matter, energy and information”.
Stalbaum’s argument is that an aesthetic of the network means that “Network art should
therefore be concerned with the network as form, semiotic agency and concept; not
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merely with looking at pictures”. This is significant because it forms the basis on which
he precedes to argue for the notion of conceptual speed as an appreciable quality of net
art.

Stalbaum categorises different forms of media as being either “fast” or “slow”, giving
different works and mediums a “media speed”. For example, the form of the novel has a
“relatively slow aesthetic” because a novel takes a significant amount of time to read,
whereas a picture or a sculpture may have a faster aesthetic. Stalbaum’s main argument
here is that with net art, and indeed within the same work of net art, there is the
possibility that “extreme differences in media speed can be easily isolated”. Thus, to
follow the argument, Net Art “is a media which allows authorial choice between the
poles of fast and slow, and as such the choice constitutes a general position taken by the
artist. The time in which an art proposition is able to be understood by a reasonable
person, relative to the breadth of the work’s implementation, is the definition of this
particular aesthetic quality of net.art : conceptual speed”. Indeed he presents it almost as
a formula; “the speed of an example of net.art is considered as its conceptual depth
relative to its breadth of implementation, taken as a function of the time it takes a
reasonable viewer to see its conceptual function as art idea”. Stalbaum’s conclusion is
that “time in hypermedia is an issue of implementation and not representation”, and
generates a unique aesthetic quality that can be used in the critique and discussion of net
art.

The issue of what constitutes desirable qualities in a work of net art are hotly contested.
In August 2001, the definitions and ideas surrounding art on the web were brought
squarely into the foreground when rhizome.org made available on its site the edited
highlights of a discussion between the judges for the 2001 Webby Award in the Arts
category. This discussion took place through a series of email messages.

The judges had already “decided to limit the category to Net Art projects (as opposed to
other kinds of art sites or sites about Net Art) and to consider both meta sites . . . that
include several works and sites” as well as sites which are “single projects in
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themselves”. As a result of this process, the judges compiled a short list which consisted
of five project sites.

Reading through the edited thread of the judge’s discussion, it becomes clear that the
project which caused the most controversy and discussion among the judges was
YOUNG-HAE CHANG HEAVY INDUSTRIES (known as HI). It would be useful to
pause here to give a brief description of the HI site, (illustrated in Fig. 1.).

This is a meta-site which displays the work of the artist Young-hae Chang. The title of
each work appears on the site’s front page in the form of a list. Beside each title are the
languages in which the work is available (all the works are available in English, but
other languages include Spanish and Korean). To access the works the viewer clicks on
the language in which they wish to view the work. The works themselves are relatively
simple Flash movies and typically consist of black and white texts of stream of
consciousness style narratives which are set to sparse instrumentals such as drumming or
improvised jazz. It can seem as though the text is dancing to the music as it often
flashes by on the screen quite quickly, in time with the music, making it barely readable.
The works are united aesthetically in their consistent and uniform font, and the personal
nature of the bold statements of the narratives. The most distinctive feature which all
the works have in common is that they each create a completely controlled environment.
After activating the work, the viewer just sits and waits while the movie plays through at
a predetermined pace, from beginning to end.

There is no attempt to provide

interactivity at any level. The intimacy of the work is created and controlled through the
pace of the text and soundtrack, and the size and placement of the text.

The merits of HI were hotly debated by the judges, but what was at issue was not
whether HI was good, but whether it was net art. One of the judges, Christiane Paul was
concerned about “the message” being sent to the public and to artists by awarding the
Webby to HI. Paul’s feelings were that it did not adequately fit the criteria for net art,
and so should not have been nominated in this category.

The following passage

summarises Paul’s argument: “As far as I can tell, HI is the only project of its kind
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Fig. 1. YOUNG-HAE CHANG HEAVY INDUSTRIES
Front page from the HI site.
14 March 2004. <http://www.yhchang.com/>

19

among all the projects we discussed for nomination because all the other ones matched
the more “conventional” description of net art as open-system, interactive, rhizomatic,
participatory, customizable and dynamic in the sense of time-based or incorporating
real-time data (all of these to varying degrees, none of them necessity).” In Paul’s
opinion, HI would be more suited to a genre titled “flash movies and experimental short
film”.

Not all the other judges agreed with Paul’s assessment. The arguments in favour of
awarding HI the award were a little more complex and stemmed from a variety of
viewpoints. Sara Diamond gives her reasons: “I cast away proclamations of what is
somehow foundational about the use of the web, i.e. does it operate on your hard drive
once you download, is it interactive versus declamatory and decided to go for pure
affect”. Natalie Bookchin however makes an argument based on keeping the channels
available to net art open. Her approach is to place less limitations on the definitions of
net art, by considering not what “message” will be sent, but by “considering . . . one of
the truly (still) potentially radical aspects of net art, and that is that it does not need the
a-ok from the taste industry in order to reach millions”. For Bookchin, HI “ultimately
does work as a net project; it is startling to see this raw and direct net “film” played on
and taking over my browser and stubbornly giving us exactly what we don’t expect at
this moment from this environment - no buttons to click, no place for user input”.

Mark Tribe also cites context as important reason for including HI in this category. For
Tribe, the context is the most important determining factor. “I feel confident placing
[HI] in the net art category largely because that is where it has been contextualized in
practice. I believe it was intended to be experienced as a (cinematic) net art, not as web
cinema”.

Although the identity of HI as net art is contested, it is clearly designed to be viewed on
the web. Thus it fits the definition of “Web Specific Art Work”. What constitutes net
art is still sometimes problematic. By focusing on the delivery medium rather than a set
of characteristics and properties, the term “Web Specific Art Work” avoids
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entanglement in the arguments about the definition of net art. It puts the focus instead
on the viewer and the viewing environment. With this shift in focus it becomes clear
that an examination of the viewing environment that the web provides is of interest and
relevance to artists and curators who work with web specific art work.

Thesis Framework
Chapter One of this thesis will discuss the physical aspects of the viewer’s environment
of the web. It will examine the many different levels of which the interface functions as a digital code, as a visual surface, as a semiotic surface, as the site of interactivity, and
it will develop the notion of digitality as a mode of thought which arises from the
viewer’s engagement with the properties of the digital. It will then discuss in particular
the window interface of the web browser, particularly using the ideas of American new
media theorist Lev Manovich. The specific physical matrix which is constructed
between the body of the viewer, computer, and internet will be described and
contextualised in terms of the web viewing environment as a viewer pose. Aspects of
this pose will be read terms of American academic N. Katherine Hayles’ arguments
about the dematerrialization of the body, and sociologist William Bogard’s theory of
distraction.

Chapter Two of this thesis will examine the organising structures of time and memory
on the web, and how these mediate some aspects of the web viewing environment. First,
memory will examined in both its long term and short term forms, and the notions
electronic and digital as memory technologies will be discussed through the work of the
Viennese academic Florian Brody. This theorisation of the web as a memory technology
is based on computer pioneer Vannevar Bush’s landmark 1945 work “As We May
Think”. Secondly, following on from the broad field of memory, this thesis will examine
the web itself as a memory technology, highlighting Deleuze and Guattari’s explanation
of how a rhizomatic structure functions. Their works demonstrate how the viewer
experience of memory and time can be described as rhizomatic. It will contrast the
strictly linear way that the computer and its processes deal with time with the more fluid
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and fragmented experience of the web.

The Rhizome ArtBase, the exhibition and

archive section for web specific art work on the Rhizome.org new media resource site
will be presented as an example of how a type of rhizomatic structure can be achieved
on the web.

Chapter Three of this thesis takes as its central focus an examination of power and
dominance on the web. This will be done by examining the validity of the utopian
impulse in the new media discourse which surrounds the web, and tracing examples of
how governments, institutions and commercial interests seek to impose control on the
web’s supposed freedoms. Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of smooth and striated
space are introduced as a model to show how the web functions as both the nonhierarchical, nomadic smooth space of the “surfer”, and the point oriented striated
network of the “navigator”, with close reference to the work of hypertext theorist Mark
Nunes. Discussions of the Australian web portal site ninemsn (owned by Publishing and
Broadcasting Limited) and Tate Net Art, the British Tate Galleries exhibition space for
web specific work, will show how the forces of striation, when enacted on the web,
control and manipulate the viewer’s experience of the web in these sites. The viewer’s
role in determining whether he or she encounters the smooth or the striated space will
then be assessed.

The findings of this thesis have been significant in that they clearly bring to the fore the
issues of the web viewing environment from the perspective of the viewer, a perspective
which is often overlooked in new media theory. In particular, this thesis makes a strong
and original case for consideration of the interaction between the human viewer and the
computer hardware through the notions of “digitality” and the “viewer pose”.
“Digitality” is shown to be a condition of thought which arises from the distinct
properties of digital data. This in turn influences the viewer’s approach to the web
viewing environment, and the processes of interaction which are consequently
undertaken.

The “viewer pose” is the physical positioning of the viewer at the

computer. This study demonstrates that the material, physical presence of the viewer is
a vital aspect of their experience of the processes of interaction and exchange between
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human and computer hardware.

Significantly, this thesis also emphasises the lateral, metaphoric and poetic qualities of
the writings of Deleuze and Guattari, to present a non-technical overview to the issues of
time and memory, and freedom versus dominance in the web viewing environment.
This gives a fuller, expanded perspective on the viewer experience. This is extended in
the storytelling process which is documented as plateaus in the thesis. These stories link
the viewer’s experience of the web viewing environment to the more personal and
metaphoric aspects of this thesis.
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plateau two
Body and Surface
A Lesson in the Illusiveness of Depth
Somewhere in my childhood is the summer I took my first
swimming lessons.
Every day the glare, the heat,
splashing water, the instructors’ voices ringing out,
chlorine clinging to every pore. We started in the shallow
pool, blowing bubbles, spluttering, clinging to kick boards.
In this summer also came the chicken pox, weeks of
summer spent in calamine lotion and constant itching.
After the chicken pox I went back to swimming lessons to
find that the class had moved to the deep end of the deep
pool.
Standing at the pool’s edge, I watched the surface of the
water break as each of my class mates jumped in. Still, I
stood. Transfixed. The black line at the bottom of the
pool wavered. So far away from the surface. I didn’t
know what I know now, that it doesn’t matter how deep
the water, it is the ability to float that means you’re
swimming, not the flailing of arms or the holding of
breath.
A balanced interaction between body and
surface. I jumped in and sank straight to the bottom.
The instructor got me out and I refused to go back in.
Bribes of paddlepops and hot chips, the coaxing of my
classmates, my father’s exasperation, nothing could get
me back in the water.
It was another three years before I went back into the
deep end.
May 2000
Sydney, Australia
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CHAPTER 1
INTERFACE : DIGITALITY AND THE VIEWER POSE

Introduction
This chapter will discuss how the construction of the interface affects the viewing
environment, by foregrounding the unique properties of the digital which contribute to a
condition of thought which is described as digitality, and the physical implications of the
viewing environment on the viewer. The viewer is involved in complex interactions
which shape their viewing experience.

Broadly defined, an interface is both a boundary between two objects or systems, and the
point at which they interact. For computer users, this is the way in which the computer
and the user exchange flows of information. This occurs when the keyboard and the
mouse are used to input data and commands for processing, and the computer returns
this information on the screen as either text or image, or as sound from the computer’s
speakers. This is the interface at the most basic level; a nexus between the human and
the machine. The interface is a complex idea to negotiate. It exists simultaneously on a
variety of different levels.

Each level brings to bear its own operations and

considerations.

On one level, the digital process reduces all information a computer deals with to the
level of binary data. This creates a set of properties which are unique to the digital
interface, which shape the viewing environment, and some digital artists, such as Mark
Napier and Jodi exploit these properties of the code as they create alternative strategies
for dealing with data.

As a coded digital exchange, the interface that exists is

standardised through software. As a surface it can function like a membrane; using the
qualities of the grid it organises and maps; as a flat screen it enables interactivity. The
browser window organises and translates these codes for display creating yet another
level of interface. It functions as both a node, and to limit and control the viewing of
information.
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To deal with the interface solely as a surface for the interplay of coded exchange is to
privilege the abstract over the tangible. An important element of the web viewing
environment is the relationship that exists between the physical body of the viewer and
the hardware of the computer. It is a relationship based on isolation and proximity, and
bears a resemblance to French theorist Michel Foucault’s theorisation of the docile body
in Discipline and Punish (1977). At this level, sociologist William Bogard’s articulation
of the operation of distraction, and American academic N. Katherine Hayles’ argument
for the immateriality of the body in digital conditions present a strategy for theorising a
form of exchange, considering the interface at the level of both the surface of the
exchange of codes, and the relationship of the physical bodies to computer technology.

Digitality
The unique properties of the digital have a substantial effect on the viewing
environment. Peter Lunenfeld, the California academic who writes on New Media
describes the process of digitization in the following terms:

Digital systems do not use continuously variable representational relationships.
Instead, they translate all input into binary structures of 0s and 1s, which can then
be stored, transferred or manipulated at the level of numbers, or digits (xv).

At present, almost all information formats can be translated into binary code, including
text, image, and sound. At this most basic level, the digital is just a translation device,
along the lines of tape to cd, video and film to dvd. In “Wheel of Culture”, Ben Davis
writes that “Digital technologies make information creation and movement into a single
substance that is infinitely transformable” (250). The digital crunches everything it
comes across, so that there is no longer any essential difference between the processes
used to handle sound, text or image, or as Davis puts it “digital means that anything can
be converted into anything else” (250). The importance of the conflation of all
information into binary data becomes apparent when considering the ways in which this
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data can be dealt with by the computer. This condition of data is referred to in this
thesis as “digitality”.

Interface as Digital Code

The interface is the level at which the computer begins to differ from other preceding
media devices.

It is the point at which the phenomena of interaction occurs, the

rhythmic, almost tidal exchange, as the process of translation into different forms of
binary data occurs. It is the two sided operation of constant manipulation and response,
process and engagement that takes place between the user and the computer.
Essentially, this is a coded exchange, framed within conventions of language, image and
binary code. Artists seem particularly aware of this aspect of interface as digital code.
The New Media artists who work under the name Jodi describe it in surprisingly simple
terms. “An interface is a translation of code and your understanding is what you believe
and that’s all there is to a computer, it’s a language”. Mark Napier, the painter/computer
programmer/net artist describes the code as “a language that can be used to create both
structures and surfaces (appearances): machines that work behind the scenes, and
interfaces that people see and interact with, and through which they can direct the
machinery”. This aspect of interface as code arises from the computer’s treatment of all
information as binary digital data and is a condition of digitality.

New media theorist Lev Manovich, in his article “The Anti-Sublime Ideal in Data Art”,
extends on this aspect of digitality. He writes that in this regard, New Media can be
referred to as “meta-media” because it “allows us to re-map old media objects into new
structures”. In his discussion he cites examples which “preserve the granularity and the
syntactical structure of the old media object, while giving us new ways to navigate it, to
experience its structure, to compress and expand our views of the object, and to
interactively control it”. Manovich argues that this development of the computer as a
“simulation machine” is a paradigm which has existed since the 1970s and was one of
the key ideas in the development of computer technology, championed by Alan Kay in
his work at Zerox PARC. He further argues that the “logic of meta-media fits in well
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with other key aesthetic paradigms of today - the remixing of previous cultural contents
and forms of a given media (most visible in music, architecture, and fashion), and the
second type of remixing - that of national cultural traditions now submerged into the
medium of globalization”. He then situates meta-media as a remixing alongside these
other two: “the remix between interfaces of various cultural forms and the new software
techniques”.

Digital Mixing

It begins to become apparent in arguments such as those of Manovich that digitality is
not just a condition of information which becomes data, it is a condition of thought
which arises from the unique properties of the digital. With the right software, digital
data can be copied any number of times, and each copy is potentially identical. There is
no difference between the copy and the original, since 0s and 1s are definite values that
do not degrade or change in any way from one copy to the next. In addition, digital data
is easily manipulated, and it is possible (indeed common) to manipulate this data so that
it is impossible to discern that any change or alteration has taken place. The ideas of the
“original” and the “reproduction” are not only called into question when dealing with the
digital, they are arguably superseded and made redundant.

The digital properties of incorruptibility and identical reproduction promote alternative
ways of dealing with image, sound and text. One of the most obvious is the practice of
sampling, that occurs regularly in both image and sound in digital technologies. It
involves removing a fragment from one context and placing it in another.

All

information, regardless of creator or source, is treated at the same level, as data that can
be reworked and combined. This is particularly evident in “techno” music production
techniques, where instruments are not necessarily the tools of trade employed by artists.
DJs using turntables, digital samplers and sequencers consistently utilize this quality in
their work. A riff from a rock classic may find itself juxtaposed with a rhythmic tribal
drumbeat or a disco bass or the sound of a car motor being started, all brought together
and reworked through a sampler or a desktop computer. The web artist Michael Daines
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describes himself “as part of the sampling generation. It’s a kind of quoting you can do
covertly”. Sampling is no longer just the name given to one kind of digital process, it’s
a practice which has seeped into the thinking of an entire generation, even becoming one
of their defining characteristics.

Immersed in this environment, questions about

originality and author have become irrelevant. Daines sees himself as “quoting” - which
some artists working with digital technology view as a legitimate element of artistic
practice. Hypertext author, publisher of hypertext on the web and new media theorist
Mark Amerika describes this artistic practice in terms which would seem to give it a
position at the cutting edge of art, invoking a technologically savvy avant-garde with his
vocabulary:

The once “novel” idea of recording stories so that they can be bound by the rigid
spine of book-media and its enslaving copyright law, is morphing into the AvantPop practice of “surf-sample-manipulate,” a pro-active practice of collagegeneration that reconfigures the author into a virtual artist who navigates
cyberspace so as to engage him/herself in the improvisational mix of digital
objects being distributed in the World Wide Web. In this scenario, the authorcum-virtual-artist places special emphasis on reconfiguring narratological
practice by focusing on both content and source code, appropriating select bits of
data for an evolving network interactive-participants all over the geopolitical
spectrum.

Mark Napier’s artistic practice is of the kind which Amerika describes. In an interview
with Andreas Broegger in 2000, Napier discusses how two projects he has created use
already existing material from the web, manipulating the source code in the operation of
the project. Napier’s projects “Shredder” (illustrated in Fig.2.) and “Digital Landfill”
(illustrated in Fig.3.) are not just simple sampling. They exploit the potential of the
digital by treating websites as a source of digital material in the creation of something
altogether different. Napier explains:

Both Shredder and Digital Landfill contrast the physical and virtual worlds.

The
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Fig. 2. Mark Napier’s “Shredder”
Treatment of the Google site by the “Shredder”.
26 March 2004. <http://www.potatoland.org/shredder/shredder.html>.
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Fig 3. Mark Napier’s “The Digital Landfill”.
A screen from the site for “The Digital Landfill”.
13 March 2004. <http://www.potatoland.com/landfill/>.
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Shredder appears to rip a web page to pieces, and Digital Landfill uses the
metaphor of a garbage dump to ‘dispose’ of unwanted digital material. I want to
satisfy a physical urge to get hold of this virtual ‘stuff’, the material of the web,
whatever that is, to act upon it, to alter it, even if if is the content of another web
site that is supposed to be off limits to me.

The comments of both Napier and Daines indicates their engagement with digitality as a
condition of thought. They freely appropriate existing material in order to create their
own work, utilising the properties of data which allow it to be easily copied, transposed
and manipulated.

Interface as Software

Napier’s comments also bring into focus the importance of software, the mechanism
which controls the digital code. It also has an important role to play in the construction
of digitality. Software is the code which controls digital data in computer operations.
Writing about “software art” in 2001, Florian Cramer and Ulrike Gabriel describe it in
the following terms:
Since software is machine control code, it follows that digital media are,
literally written. Electronic literature therefore is not simply text, or hybrids of
text and other media, circulating in computer networks. If “literature” can be
defined as something that is made up of letters, the program code, software
protocols and file formats of computer networks constitute a literature whose
underlying alphabet is zeros and ones.

Developments in software and programming have had a direct impact on the functioning
of the world wide web. The forms and protocols of the web have grown side by side
with the innovations and extensions of the web’s main programming code - HyperText
Markup Language (html).

Although many websites now use more sophisticated

software for greater graphic and interactive flexibility, these softwares must still be
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embedded in html in order to be viewed by a web browser. In the web projects by artists
Jodi, the interface is remade by changing the programming code. As Jodi points out:
“The browser is the first program that has a “View source”- function, so you can look
under the screen surface and the code layer becomes readable”.

Software is not only used to control how content appears on a website, it is also an
essential ingredient in the formulation of interactivity. It is the instructions within the
programming code which decipher and enact the user’s mouse movements and
keystrokes.

Lev Manovich defines the interface in “semiotic terms” in the 2001 article “Interface as
New Aesthetic Category”. He argues that the “computer interface acts as a code which
carries cultural messages in a variety of media” and that these codes may provide their
own “logical system and ideology”, their own “model of the world”. It is within the
context of this “model of the world” that the interface functions. The fundamental tenets
of this context can be identified as follows. Firstly, any media which passes through the
interface must be converted into binary code to be processed, no matter what the nature
of its original media. Thus all inputs into a computer become unified at their essential
level, and are treated by the computer in the same way. The viewer, however, rarely
encounters this deliberately unstratified field of information, instead, the information is
mediated at several levels before it reaches the screen and speakers for presentation and
consumption. At this level, it is the logic of the computer’s operating system which
imposes itself on the functioning of the interface, and thus the surface of the screen.

Cramer and Gabriel argue that although the “cultural stereotypes” of what constitutes
software tend to classify it as a “functional tool”, it has its own aesthetic, or is at least “a
factor in the concepts and aesthetics of a work” of web specific art work. The software
remains largely hidden from view in a conventional sense, by the standardised
appearance of the graphical user interface. This is not the case with web specific art
work which uses software code as its artistic material. The example of one such work is
“The Web Stalker”, one of the first, and still one of the strongest examples of this
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software art, which has since been updated several times. It was first released in 1997
by the London-based digital arts project I/O/D, who are Simon Pope, Colin Green and
Matthew Fuller. “The Web Stalker” is essentially an alternative browser, which renders
the code of web pages visible to the viewer. In his article “New Interfaces, New
Softwares, New Networks”, computer programmer and artist Alex Galloway writes that
“The Web Stalker”, then, takes the idea of the visual browser and turns it on its head.
Instead of showing the art on the web through interpreting HTML and displaying in-line
images, it shows the web as art, through a making-visible of its latent structure”.
Cramer and Gabriel describe the work of most software artists in the 2001
transmediale0.1 art festival in Berlin as attempting a “balancing of randomness and
control”. The works like “The Web Stalker” introduce elements of randomness into
their programming in order to subvert or highlight the control which the software exerts
over data, creating their own software aesthetics in the process. The normally hidden
function of software to control the appearance of data, and the willingness or otherwise
to engage with it and function within its boundaries forms one of the conditions of
thought of digitality.

Interface as Surface
The interface can also be read as a surface that operates as a membrane, a barrier which
is sometimes difficult to capture and articulate. At its best it is fluid and variable,
creating a seemingly seamless relationship, and yet the conventions of interface are most
often clearly and rigidly defined, in order to maintain clear and useful interaction.

The computer screen, the main site of the interface, is a two dimensional surface, a
screen, or perhaps more intuitively, a membrane, through which certain particles are
allowed to pass from one side to the other, and vice versa. This is more than just a
metaphoric description, this metaphor is embedded in the relationship between computer
and user, and can be discerned in the functioning of the interface.

The membrane operates through screen’s flat surface. The computer pushes all the
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visual elements flat against the screen, like an information blowfish. The user becomes
part of this surface, through the agency of the mouse, but it is as though the user is on
the opposite side of the surface, like the prisoner and the visitor separated by glass. This
illusion is created by the floating visualization of the mouse on the screen. Through
click or drag, the basic interactive input mouse operations, the user and the computer
operate on the same surface. This is the point of the interface which most strongly
conveys the sense of interaction and penetration, a fluid exchange through the
membrane.

Interface as Grid
The screen exists as a flat surface, but develops itself as a stage for the play of the
simulated, the virtual, the imagined. One of the most interesting manifestations of this is
the widespread use of the Graphical User Interface (GUI). Although the sophistication
of the GUI has evolved to match the sophistication of the computers that carry it, it
functions in much the same way as it did in its earlier phases. Lev Manovich describes
these earlier versions (circa 1984) and their operation in the article “Interface as New
Aesthetic Category”; “The computer communicated with the user via rectangular
windows which contained smaller rectangles of individual files arranged in a grid”. This
reliance on the grid as the organising device serves to further enhance the sense of the
screen’s inherent flatness. The grid is a longstanding device for the representation and
reformulation of information onto the flat surface. Think maps and their representation
of terrain, think Euclidian geometry, think an architect’s drafts and sketches.

The grid is also one of the key reductivist strategies that came to the fore with modern
art’s embrace of abstraction. This is most forcefully visualized in work such as the
paintings of Mark Rothko (1903-1970). Art critic Clement Greenberg writes that one of
the properties of abstract art is that “the eye has trouble locating central emphases and is
more compelled to treat the whole of the surface as a single undifferentiated field of
interest, and this in turn compels us to judge the picture in terms of its over-all unity”
(137).
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The grid transforms the flat surface, into two distinct planes of information, that of the
foreground, and that of the background. The foreground is what you could term a
“relational field”. It is in the foreground that shapes and distances and relationships are
represented on the surface. Lines, points, areas. It is the construction of the background
which gives these lines, points and areas their context, thus the background can be
termed the “contextual field”.

On the computer screen, the contextual field has become a field of almost no
informational consequence at all, just a surface which each computer user can decorate
with whatever pattern or picture takes their fancy. On the relational level, icons and
tool bars, menus and command strips take their iconic forms. They wait, suspended for
the mouse to activate them, with a touch, a prod, a click, a drag. Various levels of
violent disturbance. Computer culture has its own very definite iconography and visual
convention, which through metaphoric representation and repetition has become familiar
and established, not just in electronic culture, but in the visual culture of computer
literate society. The icons of the desktop are as easily recognised as road signs in many
developed societies, and almost as ubiquitous. They appear in print and TV advertising,
and have crept into the vernacular. This ordering of information through icons of the
flat surface as method of interaction is one of the key elements of digitality.

Interface as Interactive
One of the key purposes of the human-computer interface is to enable interactivity. The
engagement of the viewer in the processes of interaction forms part of the condition of
digitality. In “The Condition of Virtuality” Hayles is concerned with the way in which
text (in the specific form of the virtual book), is developing conventions in relation to
the interactive screen of the computer. She states that her “focus . . . is on how this
interactivity is rendered through visual conventions” (80). She writes that “texts can
play a part in the three-dimensional world of the screen image because in this interactive
medium, they have similarly rich dimensionality” (80-1).

This dimensionality is
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achieved through the layering of texts through windows, and the ways in which this
presentation of text on the screen allows text to take on a certain physicality of presence.
She also notes the “interpenetration of materiality by informational patterns” (87). Text,
the actual words which make up the text, can, like everything else which appears on the
computer screen, become dynamic, change and undergo transformation in physical
appearance as a result of the operation of the software codes presenting it.

Calin Dan argues that the “history of the moving image” has led to the development of a
“flat interactivity”. Dan traces a trajectory beginning with cinema, through the TV and
computer monitor, in which the flatness of image becomes a kind of liberation for the
image:

3D is predictable, therefore oppressive and limiting. 3D is like censorship.
While flatness is comprehensive in a way which gives room to the imagination
for building other dimensions too.

Dan is at pains to point out that the “taking off point for any good interactive situation is
to assume the flatness of the screen as an evidence that cannot be transcended just by
illusionary procedures”. He sees the three-dimensional and the associated virtual reality
rhetoric as largely an entertainment medium. He advocates a movement towards content
which becomes “multi-dimensional”, which accepts the flatness of the two-dimensional,
and instead concerns itself with movement and speed to achieve this aim.

The flat screen clearly provides a unique environment and yet one of the defining
characteristics of this flatness is its very ability to provide the plane of interaction with
the user which can propel the viewer beyond the definitions of dimension. From this
flatness, this eschewing of dimensional depth, comes the simplicity which is the basis
for the user to engage in the manipulation of a variety of tropes. Or, as Ben Davis writes
in “Wheel of Culture”: “What is an interface but a poetic facade?”

The convention for the ordering of information on the world wide web is the browser.
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The browser appears on the surface of the monitor screen, displaying text, image and
space, and frames this display with several different location and navigation devices.
Although the browsers are, to some extent, customisable to viewer preferences, the
browser brings to the web a set of conventions for viewing and interface which have
consequences for viewer practice. It exerts a powerful mediating influence.

Browser as Window
The most universal convention of the browser is the framing device of the window. All
the data retrieved from the world wide web appears within the browser’s window. You
can hide almost all the other elements of the browser - the navigation bar, the address
bar, various tool bars - but the window is always present. The window also acts as
limiter of information, giving you access to the whole of the content without necessarily
displaying it all at once. The frame of the window serves to construct one’s view, to
focus the attention within the window’s dimensions. There is a distinct lack of scope
within the frame of the window, which co-exists with a definite, if vaguely felt, sense
that there is more outside of the viewing frame. The viewer is placed at a point in which
they can deliberately see only part of the existing picture. Matthew Fuller, one of the
I/O/D team that developed “The Web Stalker” writes about the window as a “disorder
riding machine, turning mess into straight lines”. Fuller argues that windows are a
device to “get as much on screen, and hence manipulatable as possible”.

Windows provide a system through which systems of categorisation operate. In
this it is inducive to classification rather than circulation. This fixity though is
complicated when, peering into the flicker of its flexible, repetitive grid, the user
is encouraged to view windows as, “your view to information” - a synthetic
space where you actually “see” your documents.

Indeed, embedded into the browser’s frame are the scroll bars on the right and left,
which are the constant and ubiquitous indicators of exactly how the window operates to
give both a sense of a possibility of greater expanse, as well as to indicate a “measure of
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Fig. 4. A Standard Web Browser Window
Microsoft Internet Explorer Version 6.0
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local closure or boundedness”, as Michael Joyce, the hypertext theorist and author, terms
it (228). For Joyce, the browser does not present a “’screen’ or ‘page’” so much as it
presents a “node”, and that the node and its systems of representation operate within the
larger context of the world wide web. The browser window employs a specific set of
strategies which constantly locate and refer the viewer to their location, and that the
“experience of the space within this node stands metonymically both for the space of the
abstract structures of its representation (window, system, browser, frame) and for the
composite space (the site, the web, the story, the reading) within which experience it”.

It would be instrumental to describe the different visual components of the basic
browser interface, beyond the window, in order to uncover the cultural metaphors that
are in evidence. (See Fig.4.) Manovich’s previously discussed idea of the “remixing of
previous cultural contents and forms” can serve as useful model for analysing the
browser. Within the frame of the window there is a “button bar”, on which appear the
icons for such operations as “forward” and “back” and “home”. On a visual level, these
icons are generally very simple, signifying their function. Arrows are obvious enough to
those who have used a VCR or CD player as forward and back. Even a child draws a
house as a rectangle with a triangular roof - in Western culture this is the most easily
rendered and recognised representation of a house. Similarly, the appearance of the
button bar resembles the controls of a TV or VCR, laid out in neat row. The address
bar, where the URL (Universal Resource Locator) for the Web page being viewed is
displayed, carries a linguistic connection to the interface of the address on the traditional
posted envelope, and even if a URL does not “look” like a traditional street address, it is
shares the name and thus a certain cultural association. Several of the interface features
are standard in word processing programs, such as the scroll bars in the side of the
window, and the menus which sit above it, at the top of the monitor. The metaphor of
the screen as a page is quite strong, for example, the location of pages is stored as a
“bookmark” in Netscape Navigator.

This reduction of the interface to codes and systems of representation tells only part of
the story. While all of this is being enacted on the surface of the screen, within the
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limits of the browser, there is still a physical body which must be considered, and a
relationship between the physical body and the technology of the computer which is just
as important to an understanding of the web’s viewing environment for the viewer.

The Physical Viewer

A key element in the experience of the web is the physical environment in which the
viewer is positioned. The computer creates a particular physicality of presentation.
When viewers use a computer, they are typically seated in front of a screen, with a
keyboard and mouse under their hands. This pose has evolved from that employed by
the user of the mechanical typewriter, and is tied in to the culture of desk-bound office
work. Matthew Fuller writes that the standard QWERTY keyboard is “an anachronism,
designed for the pace of nineteenth century machine typewriters”. It is not the best input
device for the computer, but has been retained because of what Fuller describes as the
“reverse fax effect”. This is a situation where, “as more and more people use a piece of
technology, and it becomes a standard, the possibilities of that technology being
improved or of a radically new approach to it being developed are incrementally closed
down”. Thus the viewer is has inherited the pose of the typewriter from another
technological era. It is a very static pose, allowing for a limited range of movement.
Philosopher Bojana Kunst writes that “compared to computers with internet access, our
bodies may indeed seem rather poor; during high speed voyages through virtual space,
the body becomes immovable, the eyes suffer and so does the spine”.
The pose of the viewer seated at the computer is also a very isolating pose, designed
primarily for only one user at a time. The eyes are concentrated on the screen, the
fingers range over the keys or the mouse, any sound that is created emanates from
speakers. It is a pose which, over time, develops its own dynamics of familiarity and
intimacy; the height of a desk chair, a preference for the mouse under the left or right
hand, the distance from keyboard to body. The computer emits its distinctive hums and
drones, like an ambient soundtrack. In this solitary, focused pose, a form of inertia
descends on the viewer, sometimes an almost meditative or contemplative state.
Concentration is demanded, but physical exertion is minimal. It can be difficult to
escape from the spell that this pose can weave. Regular computer gamers are all too
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aware of how their sense of time can be distorted, so that they loose all track of time.
The hardware of the computer becomes meshed with the hardware of the body. Kunst
states that “Interactive technologies and remote control are changing the bodies relations
to space and time, and the body has lost its secrets”.

Breaking this anatomy into its component parts gives us monitor, mouse, keyboard and
speakers, all connected through the body of the user. The monitor is a two dimensional
surface, a screen as it were, on which images and text are presented to the viewer. It is
the main information display device in the physical matrix of the computer. It works
through representation, since the only physical objects present are the monitor itself and
the dots or pixels which produce the required representation of image or text. Thus
appearance of the images and text that a computer can display will always be confined
by the monitor’s capabilities. This has a direct effect on the size of the image, its
complexity, detailing, colouring, and textures.

Similarly, the computer’s ability to

accurately reproduce sound is affected by the quality of the speakers that are attached to
it. The soundtrack of any work is limited by the quality of the speakers. On some
models of personal computer, the speakers are considered to be an “optional extra”, to
be purchased in addition to the personal computer itself. As a consequence, some
computer users do not have speakers at all.

Thus each viewer’s experience will

necessarily be mediated by the set up of the computer they are using.

The Docile Body
The “discipline” of the viewing pose can be likened to the docile bodies which Michel
Foucault writes about in Discipline and Punish.

Foucault theorises what he calls

“disciplines”, which became “general formulas of domination” over the body during the
course of the seventeenth and eighteenth Centuries (137). These disciplines act on the
body in order to create greater utility, a more productive body. The “political anatomy”
of the body through “discipline produces subjected and practiced bodies, ‘docile’ bodies.
Discipline increases the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) and diminishes
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these same forces (in political terms of obedience)” (138). Foucault writes that these
disciplines spread slowly but surely into different facets of society. “They were at work
in secondary education at a very early date, later in primary schools; they slowly
invested the space of the hospital; and, in a few decades, they restructured the military”.
The pose of the viewer at the computer aims to maximise utility by minimising
movement, like the soldier and the student, the viewer becomes another kind of docile
body.

One of the ways in which discipline operates on the body through the use of space;
“Even if the compartments it assigns become purely ideal, the disciplinary space is
always, basically, cellular” (143). This puts the focus on the individual, allowing close
monitoring and control, in a way that the “imprecise distribution” of the masses cannot
be controlled. This is similar to the singular and individualised pose of the web viewer,
where each viewer is engaged in the same physical activity, but each is effectively in the
cell created by the matrix between viewer and machine.

Distraction and Immateriality
The particular physicality of this pose has some direct influence on the viewer.
Sociologist William Bogard outlines a theory of distraction, in which “distraction is a
logic of escape and capture”.

Bogard argues that “distraction is not a state of

consciousness, e.g., attention or inattention”, and does not require a subject. “The
material scene of distraction is what’s important - the proximate relations of body parts
(brain, hands, eyes) to the screen, the design and engineering components of the console
(inputs, through-puts, outputs) the whole material infrastructure - mathematical,
molecular, technological, socio-cultural - of the flow of information”. What are the
effects of distraction?

A distraction can act as a diversion.

It “is a strategy of

disappearance or invisibility. Distraction allows a second event to take place behind or
"to the side of" the first one — it enables a close approach”. Distraction operates in
tandem with capture. Bogard gives the example of a police sting, where the police
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employ the strategy of distraction in order to disguise the force that will be required in
“order to make an arrest”. One of the most powerful ways of generating distraction is to
create a sense of escape. Institutions depend on this as means of maintaining control.
By presenting a means which initially looks to be an escape, whether through “money,
prestige, indulgences, sex”, they set a trap which captures.

For example religious

institutions harness the forces of distraction in order to capture and control, where “you
too can escape from divine retribution (through the passages of prayer, sacrifice, and
confession)”. Distraction is based not on conscious thought, but on the building up of
physical habits.

Bogard goes on to argue that “electronic media are distraction assemblages”. They
create a particular “architecture” and a set of specific habits which are formed through
the viewing experience. Clearly, the habits of computer user, specifically a web viewer,
can be viewed through this matrix. The habits of web viewing are easily identified. Sit
at your computer, point your mouse, move your cursor, click on the links. Start with
your home page, and begin the indeterminate journey, assume the viewer pose. Thread
your way through sites. Distraction operates through the clickable links and the pages
which “pop-up” (usually advertising) on the monitor as you continue through your
session. But even as the links and pop-ups offer you an escape, a line of flight as it
were, they are also channelling you towards certain ends, directing you, enclosing you
within their control. An offer of escape is most often a disguise for the operation of
capture. Thus distraction operates within the matrix of the viewer pose.

N. Katherine Hayles examines the dematerialization of the body within the discourses of
the humanities, information theory and information technologies in her article “The
Materiality of Informatics”. She writes that the “dematerialization of embodiment . . . is
one of the characteristic features of postmodern ideology” (147).

She cites Jean

Baudrillard and, Arthur and Marilouise Kroker to illustrate how the body has become
constructed as “an immaterial informational structure” (148). For Hayles, this represents
not a disappearance of the body, as might be assumed, but rather an indicator for the
emergence of a “certain kind of postmodern subjectivity” (149).
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This subjectivity is constituted by the crossing of the materiality of informatics
with the immateriality of information. By “informatics” (a term appropriated
from Donna Harraway, who uses it in a somewhat different sense), I mean the
material, technological, economic, and social structures that make the
information age possible. Informatics include the late capitalist mode of flexible
accumulation; the hardware and software that have merged telecommunications
with computer technology; patterns of living that emerge from and depend upon
access to large data banks and instantaneous transmission of messages; and
changing habits of posture, eye focus, hand motions, and neural connections that
are reconfiguring the human body in conjunction with information technologies.
(149)

Immateriality and the Physical/Digital Interface
As the arguments of Bogard and Hayles have implied, it is impossible to separate the
physicality of the body from the operation of the interface. It is an integral part of how
the individual experiences and relates to the viewing environment of the web.

Although the pose of the viewer may be considered as static, this is not the case for the
content on the screen. It is capable of flux, change, morphing and movement at any
time. The computer monitor can be regarded as a site which is always on the verge or in
the process of renewing itself, a constant cycle which brings to the fore the potentials of
refreshment and reanimation. This applies equally to both text and graphical elements.
Hypertext theorist Marie-Laure Ryan describes this process as it pertains to text in the
following manner: “. . . electronic words never stand still for long, never settle down on
a page, even when a copy is sent to the printer; for the printer merely outputs a lifeless
replica, a still photograph of objects in motion” (2).

It may be said that the same is true of film or video screens, but neither of these involves
the same viewing matrix that is required from a computer user. The crucial difference is
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the proximity of the “input” devices at the disposal of the computer user - the mouse and
the keyboard. The pose of the computer user puts these devices within the grasp of the
user, and indeed, they are often compelled to use them. They are an integral part of the
viewer’s experience of the environment, for while the content may be played out in the
realm of the screen, and (currently to a lesser extent), in the audio environment of the
work, it is through the keyboard and mouse that the physical exchange between user and
computer is enacted. There are clear conventions which identify and represent this
exchange. The viewer is almost always represented on the surface of the screen, usually
as a cursor, arrow or hand, floating across the surface, waiting to be employed, to make a
point of incision, a connection with the actuation of the work.

To be an active

participant in the “event-space”, as David Ross, the American curator, terms it. And yet
“it’s not theater space. Yet it has aspects of theater space, that kind of tension”. Ryan
sees the performance of the text on the screen not as a definition of space. For Ryan it is
about the text taking on the properties of the “electronic environment, because it exploits
some of the specific features of its hardware and software support: fluid visual displays,
interactive algorithms, structured databases, randomizing capabilities, and a ‘real-time’
mode of operation which potentially turns every run of the text-animating program into a
unique performance” (6). Even when it is used to mimic an already existing medium,
whether that be paper, video screen, digital information always carries the potential to be
more than the original medium intended.

It lends itself to the unstable and the

unpredictable. Hayles writes that “what the user learns in her body as she interacts with
this system is that signifiers flicker rather than float” (166).

The computer is unlike the typewriter, where there is a direct mechanical relationship
between the user and the text. There is a direct physical interaction that begins with the
fingers, and travels through the keys, onto the paper. The harder the pressure on the
keys, the more visible the impact on the page. Similarly, erasure is a measurable
physical interaction with the page.

“The proportionality of forces formalized by

Newtonian mechanics was learned through the body by habituated motions; hardness of
touch equalled darkness of inscription” (164). In the word processing based world of
computer interaction, this link is broken.

There is no proportionality between the
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physical body and the text being produced. Thus the computer creates an interaction at
the interface where the body and the text both take on the elements of the random and
immaterial. Hayles describes the effect: “Connected by her ten digits to these binary
digits, she experiences a riptide of feedback which makes her body seem as immaterial
as the text she manipulates” (166).

Conclusion
Negotiating the world wide web embeds the viewer in a series of complex interactions
which shape the viewing experience. These are created primarily through the mediating
influence of both the software interface and the physical experience of viewing at a
computer screen. By isolating oneself at the computer, connection is achieved.

When enacting the digital exchange of interaction required in the web viewing
environment, the viewer takes on a condition of thought referred to as digitality, where
the unique properties of the digital become apparent.

The interfaces which are created serve to position the viewer in a number of ways. At
one level, the viewer is confronted with a screen, and the text, graphic and aural
elements which are framed through the web browser’s display of information on that
screen. The process of interaction begins a coded exchange of information, where the
binary qualities of the digital and the two dimensional qualities of the computer screen
are masked and manipulated by the semiotic code of the browser window.

Interface is not a function of software alone - the human-machine interaction also has a
strong physical presence which cannot be ignored. At this level the viewer is forced by
the hardware into a static, almost meditative pose which both anchors the viewer in the
analogue of the body and posits them in the digital of the web.

In the viewing

experience of the web, the interface between human and machine, the body begins to
take on a kind of immateriality of presence which positions it within the processes of the
digital. The surface codes and the physical body begin to merge and intertwine.
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plateau three
Fishing
I am fishing in the salt water river near my house. My favourite
spot, this spot, in the shade of the bridge, casting between the
sturdy cement pylons and the muddy mangroves. The steady,
rhythmic drone of cars from the four lanes on the bridge above
seem to add somehow to the tranquillity of the spot. It’s so
near, and yet so far. The best time is in the late afternoon, with
the sun slowly fading.
Watching the shadows around you
lengthen and slowly lose their outlines all together as everything
is thrown into shade when the sun’s rays no longer directly hit.
It’s not the best of fishing spots. Mostly kids and non-serious
locals like myself. It’s not worth driving to fish here. You come
to this spot for the fishing, not so much for the fish itself. The
ritual of baiting up, casting out, but mostly the waiting. The
quiet contemplation of light on river, in a winding ribbon, and
your fishing line going out, away from you, and sinking straight
down. You imagine it there, suspended between the water’s
surface and the river bed, moving with the current, sinking
slowly. Then it hits the bottom or snags and it’s time to reel it in
and start all over again. Sometimes you can catch something.
There must be some conditions when it is best to catch things,
but I wouldn’t know what they are. Sometimes you can catch
something good. Once I got an eel. Mostly you get flathead. A
lot of the time it’s not big enough to bother with, you just throw
it back. There’s this other mangrove fish that you can catch, but
it’s not such good eating, and I hear that there’s blackfish there
too, but they require some specialised knowledge and bait. Not
really my style.
December 2002
Sydney, Australia
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CHAPTER 2
UNCOVERING ORGANISING STRUCTURES: MEMORY, TIME AND
RHIZOMES

Introduction
In the previous chapter, the relationship between software codes and physical bodies was
explored in terms of the creation of an interface between the machine and the human.
Leading on from that discussion, this chapter examines aspects of the organising
structures of memory, time and knowledge in their digital context and how the
experience of these structures form elements of the web viewing environment for the
viewer. Deleuze and Guattari’s writings about the rhizome and traditional knowledge
structures are used as a metaphoric framework to further the discussion. In the first
chapter of A Thousand Plateaus, “Introduction: Rhizome”, Deleuze and Guattari present
the rhizome as metaphoric description of information and knowledge structures which
are non-hierarchical, which are decentred, and which are more closely associated with
the ways in which they perceive that the human mind thinks (3-25).

The rhizome is

defined through a series of principles which each elucidate the different functions and
forms that a rhizome can take.

Memory operates as both an archival or storage device, and a system for recall. It can be
divided into both long term memory and short term memory, where the long term
functions as an archive, and the short term as a recall device. The web is theorised and
spoken of in terms of a memory technology by the Viennese academic Florian Brody.
As a memory technology it has characteristics of both long and short term memory.
Computers have the capacity to deal with time in a strictly linear fashion. This stems
from the functioning of their operating systems.

The web however constitutes a

different experience of time in the viewing environment, one which is fragmentary and
fluid.

In the way the world wide web is metaphorised and structured, the qualities of memory
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and time and how they are experienced by the viewer operate in a rhizomatic manner.
This provides an alternative strategy for perceiving the way in which information flows
are structured in relation to each other. The internet is presented as an example of a
rhizomatic structure, as is the Rhizome.org exhibition and archive for web specific
artwork, the Rhizome Artbase.

Digital Memory
Memory is a two fold operation, in which both parts are of equal importance. The first
aspect of memory is the capacity to store and retain, in some recognisable form, an
impression of experiences and information. Memory as warehouse, if you will, for these
items, a kind of vast repository or extensive archive of knowledge and experience. The
second aspect of memory can be termed remembrance. It is the active recall from the
repository of that which has been retained, a “playback” of sorts. The knowledge or
experience is no longer just stored, it is brought into engagement with other experiences,
knowledge or memories. 1

In computers, the term memory has a specific usage. It refers to the electronic storage
devices, both internal and external, which retain information in bits, the standard unit
base of digital data. In this usage, the term memory refers only to the first aspect of
memory, the issues of storage. Further, as computer writer Jeff Tyson states, “although
[computer] memory is technically any form of electronic storage, it is used most often to
identify fast, temporary forms of storage. . . . Most forms of memory are intended to
store data temporarily”. This is a measure to increase efficiency. In order to function
more quickly and effectively, computers “access memory according to a distinct
hierarchy”.

1

memory 1. the mental capacity or faculty of retaining and receiving impressions, or of recalling
or recognising previous experiences. 2. a mental impression retained; a recollection. 3. the
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Electronic Memory
In “The Medium is the Memory” (1999), Florian Brody (publisher and Lecturer at
Vienna University and Art Center College of Design) writes that “our memory
technologies tend to define the very way we metaphorize our lives. . . . Today I find it
difficult to think of my life as anything but an electronic network” (143). In this article
Brody presents a model for how electronic texts are formed and shaped by the notion of
memory, both in the storage and recall of data.

Brody begins by drawing a comparison between books and computers, namely that as
“memory technologies” they act as an aid or extension to an individual’s memory (143).
In this respect, “books have always been used in personal ways” (135) as a kind of
“captured memory” (136). Brody sees new media as having “the potential to emerge as
a new type of book” (135). With the ability to easily reproduce and store text as digital
data, Brody writes that the computer facilitates a situation in which we “live in vast
libraries, and yet have almost no access to the text we need” (142). The computer not
only extends memory in the personal sense, as the book does, it “spawns the electronic
text, a volatile form that paradoxically returns the text to our heads while at the same
time enmeshing it in an even more sophisticated apparatus” (142). Brody traces the
development of the “external memory” technology of the book in Western society. “In
preliterate societies, that which we now refer to as the “text” existed solely within the
realm of memory, inside people’s heads. With the invention of writing, the text moved
to the manuscript but, like the discrete work of art, was a rare and precious object”
(142). In this way electronic texts “close the circle”, making the link through the printed
text’s commodification of text as memory back to something more akin to the “antique
model, that posits memory as a primary container of knowledge, inseparable from the
human mind” (142).

Brody also recognises in electronic texts the ease with which it is possible to blur, and
state or fact of being remembered. 4. Computers. the part of a digital computer in which data
and instructions are held until they are required. [Macquarie Dictionary]
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thus transcend the boundaries between a primary and secondary text. When text appears
in the computer screen, it can be formatted in the same font and size of print, obscuring
any origin or order of inception, creating a flat informational structure, whereas
traditionally printed text always carries the recognisable marks of alteration. Later
additions to the text are discernable by their place in the margins of the text, inserted
rather than integrated. The book is presented primarily as a “stable text”, which is
essentially linear in form, each with an identifiable start point and end point, as opposed
to the “matrix in which electronic text floats . . . a flexible environment that allows
multiple layers and n-dimensional reading variants” which is infinitely amendable and
non linear (146). Unlike the closed and linear structure of the book, the digital memory,
through the agency of electronic text, takes on an unhierarchical and fluid nature. In this
regard it lends itself to a reading through Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of the rhizome.

Web as Memory
The web has been theorized as a memory technology since its inception. The earliest
model for a technological approach to managing information was proposed by Vannevar
Bush (1890-1974) in 1945. Bush was, at this time, an engineer working in scientific
research for the United States Government. Confronted with the enormous amounts of
scientific material being published, particularly in the wake of the research generated by
World War Two, Bush proposed a model for the storage and subsequent use of that
information.

His memex device would operate through association rather than

categorization. Hypertext theorist and author George Landow describes the approach in
these terms: “In contrast to the rigidity and difficulty of access produced by present
means of managing information based on print and other physical records, one needs an
information medium that better accommodates to the way the mind works”(14). Indeed,
this point is further illustrated by the title of Bush’s work in which the memex was first
introduced to the public. It is called “As We May Think” 2 . One of the key features of
the memex is that a reader can add to the text of what they are reading, altering the text

2

First published in The Atlantic Monthy, July 1945, Volume 176 No. 1, pp 101-108
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in the process of reading.

Bush’s memex was largely an analogue system, but as Landow has written, it was highly
influential in the development of hypertext systems and precursors of the world wide
web by computer system pioneers such as Ted Nelson, Douglas Engelbart and Andries
van Dam (17). 3 The memex was never built, but its influence can be seen in the way
that hypertext systems and the world wide web organise and categorise information.

John Perry Barlow says that the “purpose of the internet and all its surrounding
phenomena is to create a context where experience is universal, and informational
reduction is no longer necessary” (12). (It is important to note that Barlow’s “universal”
is that of Western experience, as will be discussed in Chapter 3 of this thesis). Digital
technology can record all manner of analogue documentation without the traditional
problems associated with the decay of the physical materials used in the production of
the analogue. Paper disintegrates, film begins to break down, photographs fade, but the
binary data of the digital remains intact. Herbert A. Meyer, writing about the transition
of ideas from the memex to the Web writes that Bush himself favoured a “non-digital
process as part of the technological realisation” of the memex. Bush preferred that the
original data remained as an analogue, but that the filing and recall system to display that
data could be operated by means of a digital device and system. According to Meyer,
“This observation implies - from the perspective of information technology - an
important difference between analogue and digitally represented documents : in the case
of regular documents, storage and representation go together by force of requirement,
but in the case of digitized documents, these functions have to occur separately”.

Clearly, with the web being an entirely digital entity, this wish of Bush’s has been
3

This influence may be not only due to the quality and innovation that the concept of the memex
suggested, but also the lyrical and quite detailed description of how the device would work. In
some parts it reads like a Jules Verne novel, and in much the same way that the ideas of
science fiction such as Verne’s and William Gibson’s have captured the popular imagination and
influenced technological innovation, so too did Bush’s memex fire the imagination of engineers
and the scientific community, particularly in the fields computer and information technology in
their fledgling days.
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discarded. There are conversion processes for almost any kind of analogue data to create
their digital counterpart, and it is these digital representations that are available on the
web. If there are any problems that emerge from the archiving of digital data, it is that
software dates rather quickly, so an eventuality exists where vast amount of digital data
have been horded, but the software needed to actualise this data has been lost. For
example, a text which was created with one of the early word processing programs,
before the rise of the ubiquitous Microsoft Word may be saved on disk, but without the
original software which created it, it may be impossible to open.

The world wide web has become the main access technology for this vast amount of
digital data available online. Libraries have their catalogues online, ready for browsing,
you can view the entire episode lists for popular television series such as “The
Simpsons” on numerous sites, official and otherwise, and if you want to buy a camera,
you can browse online, checking specifications, viewing examples, reading reviews and
even making your purchase. In this sense the web can be regarded not just as a site for
creativity and exchange, but as a kind of universal memory, for both storage and
retrieval, as envisioned by Bush’s memex.

If the web is read as a memory device, what kind of memory does it evoke? It is a
memory in which reams of information lie below the surface, indexed, networked,
waiting to be explored. The point at which this memory is engaged is at the level of the
screen, where information is called upon, retrieved, layered, viewed, and dismissed or
saved as the case may be. Like flickering shadows. Paul Miller, the digital artist
otherwise known as electronic artist DJ Spooky, refers to this as the moment “Now”.
“’Now’ becomes a method for exploring the coded landscapes of contemporary postindustrial reality, a flux, a situationist reverie a ‘psycho-geographie’”. This sense is
enhanced by the ephemeral nature of digital data. Although the access to the amounts of
data below the surface may be seemingly limitless, the capacity to retain this data on the
surface is restricted by many of the technology’s current shortcomings, and by the
framing device of the web browser. As a result, the web as a memory technology tends
to resemble a kind of short term memory.
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The Rhizome

In contrast to Bush’s idea of the memex, Deleuze and Guattari present the notion of the
rhizome as an organising structure for the non-linear and the non-hierarchical which may
be used to make a reading of the web and web sites as a rhizomatic structures. Deleuze
and Guattari challenge the notion of the “classical book” which is “noble, signifying and
subjective”, and which follows a linear path, splitting in a dichotomous fashion at points
(5). They similarly eschew the collection and connection of fragments through an
overarching, unifying structure, regarding this as “a new type of unity [which] triumphs
in the subject” (6). They propose instead, a text which takes on the characteristics of the
rhizome, and present a number of principles which illustrate “certain approximate
characteristics” of the rhizome (7).

In this way a rhizome is not just a tool for

undermining and dismantling the traditional dichotomies of Western thought, leaving a
vacuum in its wake, it is also a defined model for the development of rhizomatic
structures to replace them.

Principles of the Rhizome
The first and second principles which characterise the rhizome in Deleuze and Guattari’s
thinking are those of connection and heterogeneity. These principles deal with the way
in which a rhizome links with and establishes relationships with its surrounding context.
They write that “any point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other and must be”
(7). To use linguistics as an example, in this respect, Deleuze and Guattari argue, a
rhizome differs from other linguistic models like those of Chomsky in that it does not
rely on a dichotomous structure in order to analyse the way in which language builds
meaning. A rhizome, in contrast “ceaselessly establishes connections between semiotic
chains, organisations of power, and circumstances relative to the arts, sciences and social
struggles” (7).

It does not close in upon itself, but evolves and flows, becoming

decentred “onto other dimensions and other registers” (8).
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The third principle is the principle of multiplicity. This principle describes the nature of
connection between ideas and concepts in a rhizome, since the intrinsic unity has been
aborted, and with it notions of the subject and object. Deleuze and Guattari write that a
“multiplicity has neither subject nor object, only determinations, magnitudes and
dimensions” (8). Multiplicities operate on a flat plane of consistency and connect to
other multiplicities through deterritorialization and lines of flight. They are defined not
through any attempts to mark out a centre point, but through their exteriority. For
example: “The ideal for this kind of book would be to lay everything out on a plane of
exteriority . . . on a single page, the same sheet: lived events, historical determinations,
concepts, individuals, groups, social formations” (9).

The fourth principle, the principle of asignifying rupture, describes the process of
deterritorialization and reterritorialization by which a rhizome escapes the dualism or
dichotomy of the genealogical structure. The basis for this is the notion that a rhizome
“may be broken, shattered at a given spot, but it will start up again on one of its old
lines, on or new lines” (9). Deleuze and Guattari discuss Remy Chauvin’s concept of
“aparallel evolution” (10). They exhort us to “Always look for the molecular, or even
sub molecular” (11), in order to discern this process of aparallel evolution, and present
the book as concrete example to illustrate this idea. They write:

. . .contrary to a deeply rooted belief, the book is not an image of the world. It
forms a rhizome with the world, there is an apparallel evolution of the book and
the world; the book assures the deterritorialization of the world, but the world
effects a reterritorialization of the book, which in turn deterritorializes itself in
the world (if it is capable, if it can). Mimicry is a very bad concept, since it relies
on binary logic to describe phenomena of an entirely different nature” (11).

It is not that the books imitate the world, or vice versa, it is that aspects of the book, at
its exteriority, perform a “capture of code, surplus value of code” which takes on a
common line of flight between the book and the world, creating another rhizome (10).
This is the operation of the deterritorialization/reterritorialization described by Deleuze
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and Guattari in the preceding passage.

Principles five and six are those of cartography and decalcomania, and describe the
structure of the rhizome as being a “stranger to any idea of genetic structure or deep
axis” (12). Binary structures, according to Deleuze and Guattari, rely on a process of
tracing, of following and making points on an already established hierarchy, in effect
reproducing it. Nothing new is produced in a tracing, it only blocks, negates and
obstructs expression, so that eventually the tracing can only show a structure and it
attendant codes, which are already in existence. Deleuze and Guattari instead make the
suggestion of “mapping” a rhizome, as distinct from tracing, and that this map then
becomes “part of the rhizome” (12). It has distinct properties:

The map is open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it is detachable,
reversible, susceptible to constant modification. It can be torn, reversed, adapted
to any kind of mounting, reworked by an individual, group or social formation
(12).

Mapping is the process of examining multiplicities and lines of flight, breaking the
rhizome free of the restraining stratification of subjectification and signification on
which the tracing is based. Mapping allows the exploration of the unknown. Deleuze
and Guattari write that “it is inaccurate to say that a tracing reproduces a map” (13).
They advocate a method by which the “tracings should always be put back on the map”
(13).

In this way, blockages and impasses that are inherent in the tracing can be

examined for new lines of flight and new connections, and a new rhizome can be
formed.

The rhizome can be likened to a weed, it is anti-establishment. In your lawn, the
rhizome is that which spreads despite your best efforts to control or eradicate it, exactly
because it does not employ the dichotomous root structure and seed based reproductive
system of most plants, but can propagate itself from any small piece or cutting, from any
fragment. It is a kind of writing which is decentered, an approach to knowledge which is
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non-hierarchical.

Deleuze and Guattari write: “Let us summarize the principal characteristics of a
rhizome: unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other point,
and its traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature; it brings into play
very different regimes of signs, and even nonsign states. The rhizome is reducible
neither to the One nor the multiple... It is composed not of units but of dimensions, or
rather directions in motion” (29).

Internet as Rhizome
The internet and the world wide web have structural characteristics which tend to the
non-hierarchic and the open structures of the decentered text, as described by Deleuze
and Guattari. Sociologist Robin Hamman writes about the internet in terms of the
characteristics of the rhizome, concluding that it is a rhizomatic structure in the article
“Rhizome@Internet” (1996). Hamman concedes that in some respects, there may be
problems using the internet as a model of a rhizomatic structure, but that on the whole,
there is sufficient similarity to make it a useful comparison. For example, Hamman
begins by arguing that the individual personal computer is a closed system. It requires an
intense level of hierarchy to operate, and relies heavily on the linear logic of binary code.
Consequently, the individual computer, when not connected to any other, and
functioning in a stand alone mode, is not a rhizomatic system. This is in contrast to the
network that is created when computers become part of the internet.

In this case,

Hamman argues, it is possible to compare the internet with a rhizomatic system.

Hamman establishes that the internet fulfils the first two principles of the rhizome, those
of connection and heterogeneity. Firstly, Hamman points out that the Internet was
devised by the United States military during the1960s as a means of rapidly transferring
data between different locations. This would ensure that in the case of nuclear attack at
any one of the facilities in which data was stored, it would be safe as it would also have
been retained elsewhere. Hamman also details the development of “packet switching”
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technology, developed in Europe at around the same time, and a key step in the
development of information transfer over the internet.

“Similar to Deleuze and

Guattari’s rhizome, computers on the internet, using packet switching, send information
to any neighbouring computer on the internet along routes that may or may not have
been pre-established”.

Once internet access has been established, “there is no

hierarchy”. Connections can occur between any and all computers on the network.

Hamman continues by looking at the “level of social usage” of the internet to further his
argument that it is a rhizomatic system. The third principle, that of multiplicity is
explained in the following terms:

. . . . Internet users do not physically go from point to point on the Internet,
instead users remain in the same physical spot throughout their time spent
browsing. People talk about going to an Internet site, and some speak of having
browsed in a museum in, let us say Paris, when in reality they have gone
nowhere. There are no points to go to that exist beyond the state . . . that
cyberspace is, just lines and connections between web pages that can be followed
and created.

The fourth principle, that of asignifying rupture, means that if a rhizome is shattered, it
can begin again on the old lines, or on new ones.

This corresponds with the

characteristic of the internet in which “computers . . . can route information around
trouble spots” or the ways in which users can find ways to access information that an
Internet service provider has banned or denied access to by connecting to third party
hosts and circumventing the restriction. In this way the internet is “forever changing and
changeable”, and as a consequence it is “not amenable to any structural and generative
model” (12), which is the fifth principle of the rhizome.

Finally, Hamman considers the last principle, which specifies that a rhizomatic structure
is not a “tracing” but a “mapping”. Hamman writes that “the user of the Internet creates
maps by linking pages and moving as a nomad, that is “browsing” purposefully, instead
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of tracing over old lines”, with each web site being a potential entry and exit from the
network.

Web as Short-term Memory

As Dante Tanzi explains, the web “habituates us to a new cognitive style based on the
prerogatives of short -term memory and trains us to consider not to take the permanence
of context and meaning so much for granted”. Authorship and authority on the web are
constantly indeterminate. Data can be manipulated and changed, can be found in several
different sites under differing guises, or it can disappear all together. Lost, like that
phone number you remembered as it flashes on the television screen, only to find it gone
when you reach the phone.

Short-term memory operates through fragmentation, breaking information into
recognisable, identifiable, easily recalled chunks. These fragments capture the past, are
enacted in the present, and refer to the future in which they will be recalled. Hess and
Zimmerman describe the present as a “recombinant structure, part history, part future”.
Paul Miller perceives the functioning of the web browser as a kind of “drift”, where the
notion of beginning and end are superseded in the present by the “flash of insight, a way
of looking at the fragments of time”.

Deleuze and Guattari align the rhizome with the functioning of short-term memory.
They begin by discussing thought and the functioning of the brain using similar
terminology and concepts to those used in their discussion of rhizome. This tactic
contextualises their argument within the value structure which they have created, and
provides a model for how a rhizome can be distinguished and described. They write:

Thought is not arborescent, and the brain is not a rooted or ramified matter.
What are wrongly called “dendrites” do not assure the connection of neurons in a
continuous fabric.

The discontinuity between cells, the role of axons, the

functioning of synapses, the existence of synaptic microfissures, the leap each
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message makes across these fissures, make the brain a multiplicity immersed in
its plane of consistency or neuroglia, a whole, uncertain, probalistic system (“the
uncertain nervous system”). Many people have a tree growing in their heads, but
the brain itself is much more a grass than a tree” (15).

This echoes the thinking of Bush about the memex. He writes extensively about the
shortcomings of indexation and categorisation, commenting on the “artificiality of
systems of indexing” (12) and the difficulties this places on the recall of this information
at need; “ . . .one has to have rules as to which path will locate it, and the rules are
cumbersome. Having found one item, moreover, one has to emerge from the system and
re-enter on a new path” (13). His idea is that the mind operates by association. “With
one item in its grasp, it snaps instantly to the next that is suggested by the association of
thoughts” (13). Clearly Bush has not envisaged an arborescent way of dealing with
knowledge, but something more akin to the operation of a rhizome.

Web as Universal Memory

If the web functions as short term memory, then it is the network of the internet itself
which functions as the reservoir of information, a huge universal memory. Hess and
Zimmerman write of the archive as “a performing of the public memory which can grow
infinitely, avoiding repetition”. They cite Derrida’s Archive Fever : “there would indeed
be no archive desire without the radical finitude, without the possibility of a
forgetfulness which does not limit itself to repression”. So the desire for archive is
propelled by the need to preserve that which could be forgotten. Florian Brody links this
desire to archive the whole of human experience and knowledge with the “distinctly
technological flavor” of Western culture’s yearned for utopia (144). It is an expression
of the hope that these technologies will “help us store everything forever: all knowledge,
every story, the punchlines to the totality of human humor, all questions, the sum total
of the answers”. It becomes the ultimate memory machine. Digital memory does not
forget, but it can be corrupted or lost, so that data from an archive can become like the
ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic language before the discovery of the Rosetta stone, like a
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code without a key. This is of particular concern for work which exists only in the
digital, operating without a hard copy as original source or fall back position. Brody
locates this loss at the surface of the interface, describing the computer as a “container of
memory”, which cannot convey the physical qualities of that which it contains, like
taste, smell or touch.

These issues are of particular concern to the archivists and curators of the large
institutional museums and galleries who are the traditionally sanctioned custodians of
the collective memory. As Richard Rinehart asks:

The aspects of public registry, authentication of the original, and continued
access are all roles the museum has developed to fill. The question is, can they
fill those roles with regards to digital art, and if so how?

Rinehart then proceeds to outline three models for the preservation of digital art work.
The first of these he labels as “static preservation”, and writes that it “proposes to keep
all the original objects and preserve them in their original form for as long as possible”.
This is the preservation strategy most analogous with those used to preserve physical
objects. This strategy would also involve keeping the original hardware and software
used to create and display the work. In many ways this strategy, rather than working
with the strengths of digital technology, works at cross-purposes. As Rinehart points
out, it fails to consider the problematic notion of the original in the digital. It would also
mean disconnecting the works from their context as part of the ever changing network of
the internet, and disrupting the dialogue which is the conceptual bedrock (whether
overtly or not) for these kinds of works. Also, it would be a costly and time consuming
task to try to keep every hard drive, monitor and software application that was used to
create and display each work individually.

An example which illustrates the difficulties of this approach is hypertext author
Michael Joyce’s 1985 hypertext work titled afternoon, a story. It uses a hypertext
programming system called Storyspace, which was developed for authors by Eastgate
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Systems. Afternoon is one of the most widely available hypertexts, because at the time it
was written it was, and still is, considered a groundbreaking work. It can be borrowed
from many libraries (the Wollongong University Library holds a copy that is available
for loan), but once it is borrowed how to view it becomes a tangible problem for the
viewer. It uses the three and half inch floppy disk format that was the standard for
personal computers at that time, and is designed to run on early versions of the
Macintosh operating system, as they existed at that time. It has been several years since
Macintosh made a computer with a disk drive that accepts that kind of disk. They have
become obsolete and are hard to come by. Should the library which holds this copy of
afternoon also loan to the borrower a Macintosh circa 1990 with the appropriate
operating system on which to view the work? Very few institutions would have the
capacity to allow this kind of preservation strategy.

The second preservation strategy that Rinehart considers is that of migration.
“Migration means simply to copy digital information from outdated media (storage
media and software formats) to new, fresh, current media and formats”. It is a form of
translation, if you will. Although this may be an effective approach to preserving the
accessibility to the data, it has several shortcomings. Rinehart argues that “opening a
digital artwork in an application several versions removed from the original, one might
find that the current version has different functions built in, or uses slightly different
algorithms, all of which could alter the behaviour of the art in subtle or major ways”. In
addition, it could be that the artist is quite often making aesthetic decisions which are
designed to complement or critique a particular software application, and the work will
necessarily take on a different “feel” or “look” if this was not considered. In much the
same way that static preservation does not take into account the nature of the inherently
digital, migration can fall into the trap of losing the essential and deliberate physical
qualities that a work may embody.

Rinehart poses this as an opposition of “fidelity vs. reproductibility”, and in his opinion,
it is the approach of “emulation” which gives the “broadest range of choices” for the
preservation and presentation of digital work, and offers the most effective solution.
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Emulation “proposes a layer of software that emulates a given computer platform, and
serves as the foundation on which to run the original software and application”. An
example of emulation cited by Rinehart are the widely used software programs that
allows documents to be used between Mac and Windows operating systems.

Thus, in the case of Joyce’s work, one solution may be to create a version of afternoon
which is available on CD-Rom, or which could be downloaded from the internet. It
would have the same look and feel as originally intended by Joyce, and function on the
computer in exactly the same way. In this case it would be necessary to take on the
simple and unrefined image quality of the small scale, grayscale monitor for which the
work was intended, despite the advances in resolution and image quality that have
occurred in the intervening years. Eastgate systems does offer a CD-Rom version of
afternoon in both Macintosh and Windows versions for sale through their website
(http://www.eastgate.com/catalog/Afternoon.html).

The Rhizome ArtBase is a web based new media site and has been accepting net art and
other web based new media art projects for exhibition and subsequent archiving since
1998. It has obviously encountered the problems relating to preservation, and has
subsequently made attempts to address them. It has a well developed and outlined
preservation strategy which has become an integral part of their exhibition and archiving
procedure. It has an easily accessible section titled “Report: Preserving the ArtBase”,
which

is

dated

September

2002

and

written

by

Richard

Rinehart

(http://rhizome.org/artbase/report.htm#_Toc15731019). It describes in some detail the
preservation strategies outlined above, and proposes strategies for the Rhizome ArtBase
to preserve its archive in working order. It discusses both the ethical and technological
issues involved. This extends also to the submission process for artworks. In the
questionnaire for artists which must be submitted and agreed to before a work is
accepted into the ArtBase collection, it is explained to the artist that as “technology
continues to evolve and change, it is highly likely that some or all of the technologies
used

in

your

work

or

documentation

may

become

obsolete”

(http://rhizome.org/artbase/policy/htm). The artist is then given a brief description of
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the four preservation strategies that are available. The first is “documentation (e.g.
screen shots)”. The second is “migration (e.g. updating code)”, the third option is
“emulation (a way to run old software on new platforms)”, and the final is
“reinterpretation (re-creating your work or documentation in a new technological
environment)”. The artist must answer several questions which will determine which, or
which mix or strategies will be used.

The questions are phrased using the word

“permission”, and it is clear that the ArtBase will respect the artist’s intent in this regard.
This site will be further examined and discussed in this chapter.

Traditional Knowledge
Guattari and Deleuze make a case that short term memory is a rhizome, while long term
memory is closely affiliated with the arborescent and hierarchical structures of
traditional knowledge.

Neurologists and psychophysiologists distinguish between long-term and shortterm memory (on the order of a minute). The difference between them is not
simply quantitative: short-term memory is of the rhizome or diagram type, and
long-term memory is arborescent and centralized (imprint, engram, tracing, or
photograph). Short term memory is in no way subject to a law of contiguity or
immediacy to its object: it can act at a distance, come or return a long time after,
but always under conditions of discontinuity, rupture and multiplicity.
Furthermore, the difference between the two kinds of memory is not that of the
two temporal modes of apprehending the same thing; they do not grasp the same
thing, memory or idea. The splendor of the short-term Idea: one writes using
short term memory, and thus short-term ideas, even if one reads or re-reads using
long-term memory of long-term concepts (15-16).

The viewer as they traverse the world wide web operates in the moment of the short
term memory. Each click, each moment waiting for a download, each flicker on the
screen is a marker of fragmentation. At the level of the screen interface, the web as
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memory is rhizomatic and short-term. It screens and links and jumps, and from its very
inception it has been designed and modelled to take on the thought patterns of the mind
in much the same way that a rhizomatic structure is described.

It is the context of the web, the anchoring of information in concrete and centralised
structures, which operates through the agency of long term memory as Deleuze and
Guattari describe it. Although information may seem to the viewer to be floating and
indeterminate on the surface of the screen, it exists on centralised servers, is categorised
and structured by web directories and search engines, and ultimately resembles an
archive in its endeavour.

Arborescent systems are hierarchical systems with centers of signification and
subjectification, central automata like organized memories. In corresponding
models, an element only receives a subjective affection along preestablished
paths. This is evident in current problems in information science and computer
science, which still cling to the oldest modes of thought in that they grant all
power to a memory or central organ (16).

To these centered systems, the authors contrast acentered systems, finite
networks of automata in which communication runs from any neighbour to any
other, the stems or channels do not pre exist and all individuals are
interchangeable, defined only by their state at a given moment - such that the
local operations are coordinated and the final, global result synchronised without
a central agency (17).

Memory as storage functions as an arborescent system, the centred system of hierarchy,
operating at a global level. The recall of short term memory is the centred and the local,
and takes on the properties of the rhizomatic.
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Rhizome ArtBase
The Rhizome ArtBase is one of the most comprehensive collections of web specific art
on the web. It exists within the structure of the Rhizome.org web site, which is a largely
online venture, with a physical base in New York (see Fig.5.). Rhizome.org is primarily
a resource for artists and other web viewers who are interested in digital and new media
art, and is recognised as a significant presence in this regard. It was established in 1996.
It operates through a membership system, which is initially free to new members for a
period of one month, after which time a donation of US$5 is required annually to
maintain membership. It has free access on Fridays. This system of membership means
that Rhizome.org is not just an exhibition or resource web site, it is an actively engaged
online community. The backbone of the Rhizome.org site is the ArtBase, which accepts
submissions of web specific art. Initially the net art was the main focus of Rhizome.org
and the ArtBase when it was established in 1998, but since 2002 it also has begun
accepting other new media work with a strong online component or element. All works
accepted by the ArtBase must have a URL address, and be designed to be viewed on the
web.

No other form of submission is accepted, so in this regard, the ArtBase is

completely a creature of the web environment, and works accepted for the ArtBase can
be regarded as web specific art works, as defined in the introduction to this thesis.

According to the ArtBase Mission as stated in the ArtBase Management Policy:

The Rhizome ArtBase is an artist-driven, web based archive of new media art
assembled and maintained by Rhizome.org, a non-profit organization based in
New York City. The goals of the Rhizome ArtBase are to provide public access
and exposure to a comprehensive collection of new media artists to present their
work within a context of relevant critical discourse and online discussions, and to
preserve their work for the future.

Clearly the Rhizome ArtBase sets itself a broad range of goals - not only does it seek to
exhibit new media art in an online environment, it also aims to provide a critical context
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Fig. 5. Homepage of Rhizome.org
The main page of Rhizome.org
26 March 2004. http://www.rhizome.org
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for the work and a system of archive and preservation, all within the framework of the
ArtBase structure. The significance of the Rhizome ArtBase is further demonstrated by
the unmatched scale of the ArtBase collection. It has somewhere approaching a
thousand art objects listed in its ArtBase archive. It is the only site which attempts such
a monumental task and it is the spine of the Rhizome.org site. This makes it a major
presence in the exhibition of web specific art, and locates it at the centre of a fairly
substantial amount of the discourse in this area, and thus worthy of closer examination
and study.
In order to organise all the text and images in its archive, the ArtBase has a strict and
rigorous method of indexation and categorization.

When submitting work to the

ArtBase, part of the questionnaire given to the artists requests that they select from a
quite substantial list of words to describe the “type”, “genre” and “keywords” for the
project. This heavy presence and reliance on indexation acts, to some extent as a force
of striation within the site, a form of mediation from above.

There are several different methods for accessing the many works that are available for
viewing through the ArtBase, in keeping with its stated aim of being an archive as much
as an exhibition space. The site is maintained almost daily, with new additions and
postings being updated. It also has a comprehensive system of cross-referencing using
clearly identifiable hyperlinks, creating a high degree of accessibility to the Rhizome
archives.

The ArtBase is part of the larger structure of the Rhizome.org online organisation’s web
presence. It comes under the subheading of “Art + Text”. When a new project is added
to the ArtBase it is placed on the front page of the Rhizome.org site in the column which
is in the centre of the page and under this heading, however not all the works which
appear under this heading are projects for the ArtBase, some are announcements or other
material that comes under the heading of “text” rather than “art” (identification of an
ArtBase project can be made by checking the accompanying text for descriptions of the
“Genre”). In this centre column there are usually up to ten items at a time, starting from
the top with the most recent addition. Each item has a large title, which is also a link to
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the posting, a thumbnail graphic image, the name of the Rhizome member who
contributed the posting, a piece of descriptive text about the posting and some details in
under the descriptors “Genre”, Keyword” and “Replies”. These descriptors are also
links to lists of other items Rhizome archives which use the same terms.

Access to the ArtBase in its entirety is through the drop down menu titled “Art + Text” .
The first form of access is through the heading “Fresh Art” which displays the most
recent additions to the ArtBase in a column in the same format as it appears in the “Art +
Text” column of the Rhizome.org front page, described above, starting with the most
recent additions. Work which is not “fresh art”, effectively the entire archive, can be
viewed by browsing either the “Browse by Artist” (see Fig.6.) or “Browse Art by Title”
options in the “Art + Text” menu. These are simply lists arranged alphabetically of all
the artists’ names or titles of projects. No other information is given in these lists. Each
name or title is a hyperlink. Clicking on the link for an artist gives results in a display in
which there is a brief artist biography, and links to the artist’s work and texts that are
part of the Rhizome site. Similarly, the clicking on the title of a work results in a display
for the “Art Object”, which contains a link to the project, as well as the related
information for the work, and the artist’s biography. This is a very flat and minimal
structuring of information. It strips away any means for a hierarchy of privilege to
develop at this level of the interface by treating all the projects and all the artists in an
identical manner.

When experiencing the Rhizome.org site, the viewer is confronted with columns and
boxes and sections and drop down menus, all containing text, which are also hyperlinks.
This text is generally in a small nine point font which is very functional in its
appearance. Hyperlinks abound. These can be distinguished because they are rendered
in bright blue, bold and underlined.

All of this builds to give the overwhelming

impression that here is a site which is about information, which contains a vast quantity
of information on the surface, and more importantly, that there is an even greater
quantity of information below the surface, as it were, that can be accessed through links.
It is a browser window crowded with information and links - links and information,

70

whatever is being viewed at the present moment, the presence of those numerous links
intimates that there is more and still more waiting just a click away.

Rhizome.org also presents a series of what it terms “alt.interface”, which are alternative
interfaces for viewing the contents of the site. Three of these are designed to give the
viewer a different option for navigation through the ArtBase. These can be accessed by
using the “alt.interface” link in the “Art + Text” menu, and were commissioned through
the Rhizome Commissioning Program. The first is ada1852 by Christopher Fahey.
According to the description given on the web site, “ada1852 is an artificial intelligence
who is merged with the Rhizome ArtBase. But if she is unable to be as dynamic and
inventive as her namesake Ada Lovelace, she now seeks assistance from the user as
much as the user seeks assistance from her”.

The second is Context Breeder by John Klima which “is a genetic algorithm and 3d
interface into the Rhizome ArtBase”. Users select four ArtBase objects “which comprise
a ‘gene sequence’ that is added to a pool of all the sequences other users have created.
Sequences similar to the user's sequence are returned and displayed, and the user can
‘breed’ with these sequences to create new sequences. Through the cumulative affect of
all user's selections and breeding choices, a context emerges organically”. The third
alternative browser is Troika by Lisa Jevbratt. “The Troika interfaces display each object
in the Rhizome database as one pixel—the object is accessed by clicking on the pixel.
The pixel's color represents the keywords that are associated with the object and the
people that have requested it in relation to a specified troika—a conceptual triad such as
‘body, mind, spirit’".

There are two main points to note in a discussion of these interfaces. The first is that
each of them requires and builds upon the user’s actions and journeys through the
ArtBase. The second is that they are highly visual, using specially designed graphic
methods of representation, in contrast to the other ways of accessing the ArtBase. Thus
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Fig. 6. Rhizome ArtBase - List By Artist
This page allows navigation of the ArtBase through an alphabetical list of Artists’
names.
14 March 2004. <http://rhizome.org/fresh/artists_A-Z.rhiz>
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each interface is not a static entity. It evolves and responds to each viewer’s visit to the
site, and within the same visit, mirroring the way in which the ArtBase and Rhizome.org
develop and change content with the steady stream of submissions they receive. This
feeling of change and evolution of a site gives the viewer a strong sense that the ArtBase
is a fluid entity, that it does not remain static. This serves also to heighten the sense of a
community that is being actively engaged, and that through this engagement the
interface is evolving.

As the name suggests, the Rhizome.org site takes its inspiration from the writings of
Deleuze and Guattari regarding the rhizome. In the text on the site (located at About
Rhizome>About Us), there is not only a description of Rhizome as an organisation,
there is also a description of the concept of Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome, including
several of the key quotes from A Thousand Plateaus which describe the rhizomatic
structure. This gives a strong indication of the design imperatives for Rhizome.org.

In a rhizome, write Deleuze and Guattari “anything can be connected to anything other
and must be” (7). Rhizome.org’s constantly displayed banner and drop down menus
facilitate access to much of the informational content of the site from any location within
the site. The viewer is surrounded by the possibility to connect. The search option is
part of the banner, so the viewer is not restricted to using the links and pathways that are
structured into the site. In this respect, what would at first appear to be an imposition of
an institutional hierarchy is also the means by which the site circumvents its own
hierarchies.

It is vital to realise that although there is no one tangible and central way to access the
projects in the ArtBase, this is because in its interface and structure, the ArtBase is an
integral part of the whole Rhizome.org site. It is embedded in the site’s architecture and
functioning. Thus the whole of the Rhizome.org site acts as an entryway to the ArtBase,
creating the interface through the multitude of hyperlinks that appear on every page, as
well as through functions such as the search. Similarly, the ArtBase is easy to exit. The
ArtBase has no tangibly constructed and identifiable site of existence, the viewer is
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always accessing the works held in the ArtBase rather than viewing the ArtBase itself.
This reliance on the creation of an interface through hyperlinks means that the interface
is dense with text, especially linking pieces.

The Rhizome ArtBase, as previously discussed, is heavily intertwined with the
Rhizome.org site.

It does not have a discrete visual presence, but instead can be

accessed through many different avenues. This is a deliberate strategy to integrate the
ArtBase into the dialogue and discourse of the Rhizome.org site. This strategy extends
to all aspects of the Rhizome.org site. At all times when you are viewing a site within
the Rhizome.org structure, the same standard banner and drop down menus are
displayed.

This glut of choices when viewing the site creates the conditions for a rhizomatic
viewing experience. The viewer is positioned always at the centre of an open system,
with many entry points and exits. There are multiple ways to access any page within the
site, and by using the search function the viewer can engage in a mapping, rather than a
tracing of an already existing path. The content of the site is changing and evolving, as
members add to it. All characteristics which align the viewing experience with the
rhizome.

However it is important to remember that the ArtBase is primarily an archive, heavily
indexed and categorised. This is the underlying organising principle of the site. Since
Deleuze and Guattari state that the rhizome is “a stranger to any idea of genetic structure
or deep axis” (12) it is clear that while some aspects of the Rhizome ArtBase correspond
to the characteristics of the rhizome, there are still elements of the site which rely
heavily on the linear, dichotomous organising structures of traditional knowledge.

Computer Time
Experiencing time in the digital realm of the world wide web is fraught with differing
measures, rhythms and flows. The viewer is at the nexus of several varying processes
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which enact with, and stratify the temporal experience. These processes are generated at
two key levels; that of the computer and its functioning, and that of the rhythms and
flows of immersion and interaction.

Florian Brody describes time itself as an

indeterminate function of experience:

Time is as much a human convention as it is a condition of existence. Every
“user” of time perceives it on an individual level that is in turn informed by
social and cultural conditioning.

The way we define the concepts of past,

present, and future (and even the unidirectionality of time) are reflected in all
media, and furthermore, are actually enforced by the way we use media (139).

The computer itself, in its innate functioning, necessarily measures time.

This is

indicated by the measurements and articulations of processor speeds, that is, how much
data a computer can process in a given period of time.

This would indicate that

computer measured time is fixed, anchored in function and process. This however,
varies significantly from the viewer’s own experience of computer use. A familiar
symbol on the computer desktop is the icon which represents the mouse, transforming
into a watch or other symbol indicating that the viewer must “wait” until the process that
the computer is undertaking has been completed. Similarly, computer users are familiar
with the small bar which becomes progressively more solid from left to right, as an
operation is completed. It is while the viewer is in this computer dictated “suspension”
that the computer is engaged at its fullest, or fastest processing speed.

This occurs because the computer functions through programmed code, based on binary
logic, instructing the order in which a computer orders its tasks. Lev Manovich refers to
this as the “assembly line” principle, which has informed computer programming, and
before that, the traditional manufacturing process in the article “What is Digital
Cinema?” (191).

This approach to production, particularly since the advent of

mechanisation, as an ordered process, imparts a rigid sense of linearity which has been
an underlying force in the formation of the cultural acceptance in the way in which
production predominantly functions. It’s all about progress, a formulated process of
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construction, or building up, adding on, refining and making more efficient, not in an
endless cycle, but in a trajectory that is moving forever forward, never back, one task at
a time, until production is complete.

Thus the computer can be viewed as a device for the division of process, and therefore
time, into isolated blocks of tasks, which are carried out, one after the other, in a
regimented linearity without deviance. If, at any point, the computer cannot proceed
with the immediate task it is processing, it stops altogether. It can only proceed in the
linear fashion which it is ordered to. In this way, the computer is both a construct of a
view of unidirectional, progressive time, and an active force in the perpetuation of this
perception.

Web Time
The web viewer experiences time in a different manner to the linear construction of
computer time. As already discussed, the viewer is immersed in the pose of computer
viewing, with its contemplative, meditative rhythms of interaction and exchange. The
viewer’s sense of time can become distorted, wavering, governed not by the operations
of the physical realm, but rather by the flows of information in which they are immersed.
It is a sense of time embodied in the screen’s imperceptible flicker, the processor’s
electronic hum, the tidal movement of engage/disengage that typifies the web
experience.

Another sense of time is evoked as the computer enables the viewer to take on the issues
of multi-tasking, allowing for simultaneous activities to occur. In the case of the web,
the viewer can check emails while waiting for the results of a search, or switch from email application to web browser by clicking on a hypertext link in the text of an e-mail.
Several browser windows can be open and downloading at once. These functions of
simultaneous activity plunge the viewer into a layered, fragmented experience, in
opposition to the computer’s strict linearity of task.
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Hypertexts are constructed along a system of links. Hypertexts also subvert this strict
linearity of task as enacted by the computer. As Landow writes in “Hypertext as
Collage-Writing”:

in hypertext, one has to take into account the fact that one reads - one constructs
- one’s reading of a hypertext in time. Even though one can backtrack, take
different routes through the web, and come upon the same lexia multiple times
and in different orders, one nonetheless experiences hypertext as a changeable
montage (170).

In a hypertext, one is always at the centre of the experiencing the text, placed in the
structure at a point that is always leading to someplace else. The narrative operates at
the moment just after arrival, and is always on the verge of departure. But it is not a
seamless transition.

The points within the narrative are constructed as fragments,

chunks, lexia, call them what you will, and the viewer encounters these anticipating the
rupture that their choice and the resulting transition will enact. This becomes clear in
considering Australian new media artist Melinda Rackham’s work empyrean.

The New Zealand new media writer and theorist Sean Cubitt’s description of what he
terms “duration” in Melinda Rackham’s 2001 work empyrean serves to illustrate this
mode of temporality that digital works such as hypertexts can convey. Rackham’s work
is a VRML (Virtual Reality Modelling Language) online installation. Cubitt expresses
his experience of the work’s temporality, writing that the work “is so present, and yet,
but, and, maybe, when it comes to how it exists in time” (26). The work is designed to
encourage each viewer to become embedded in the moment of the experience, by
employing a degree of interactivity which is enough to make the work feel “personal,
close, haptic”, without becoming a task of learning what there is to learn from the site.
Cubitt aligns this kind of experience of duration with the infinity of open systems,
referring to the laws of physics. He finds it disquieting that it should exist in empyrean.
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The weirdness is as follows. Duration is supposed to be a quality of open
systems.

This is a closed system, defined by its code. And yet, it does produce

the sensation, the phenomenon of duration. It takes time, passes the time, strips
the space of what was, for a brief moment back then, its postmodern dominance,
and of its imperial claim, to provide us once again, we mortals, with the sense
that distance and space are conquerable, but that time is navigable, and that time
navigates us as surely as we navigate time” (26).

The web, itself a massive hypertext system of sorts, promotes a temporality in which
there is a confluence of the past and future in the present, as one is always enacting the
moment of “now” followed by “now” followed by “now”.

As the web currently exists for most home users, delivered by telephone modem,
internet connections and download time are a universal experience. Pauses are enforced
on the viewing process, a prescribed, unpredictable and indeterminate period of waiting,
a juncture of anticipation, a nexus in the temporality of the viewing experience which
can be resolved as either success or failure. This places the notion of physical time
constantly within the matrix of the viewing process as a valuable commodity. As N.
Katherine Hayles points out in the article “The Condition of Virtuality”, “information is
time-dependent” (72). One of the main features of the internet is the rapid speed with
which it facilitates communication. That is what makes e-mail such a revolutionary
tool. “It matters little what information one has if a message can move only as fast as a
horse can run, for by the time it arrives at its destination, its usefulness often has
passed”.

But unlike the constant, uninterrupted one way flow of information that

viewers are culturally conditioned to expect from broadcast media such as radio and
television, the viewer’s dialogue within the information matrix is ruptured by the
incursions of the processes which result from immersion and interaction.

Two distinctly different experiences of time impose themselves on the viewer, requiring
a switch back and forth between the universal and the local, the uninterrupted and the
ruptured, never resolving itself as either fluid or solid.

Daniel Palmer writes in

78

Fibreculture of the concept of “real time media” and defines “real time” as “both a
technical temporality underpinning media culture and a cultural imaginary” (215). The
historical context for this concept lies in the emergence of communication and broadcast
media which fulfil the “desires” of users in an immediate fashion (216).

The

distinguishing factor which separates digital media such as the web is the degree of
control, through interactivity, which the user has over information they are receiving.
Palmer argues that this creates a more subjective experience of time, which involves
viewers in a more personal measuring time. In describing her viewing of the events of
September 11, 2001, Australian Anna Munster speaks of the “differing speeds” which
are at play in the consumption of the electronic image (10). These speeds are not only
those as conceived by the viewer, but those culturally embedded in the notions of the
Internet’s ability to deliver information in an effectively quicker manner. Munster
argues that these “forms of delivery have qualitatively change the ensemble of affective
and perceptual duration that makes up my and others’ relations to a culture of
information” (11).

This experience of time and temporality of the web viewer with its differing speeds,
rupture and fragmentation is in correspondence with notions of the rhizome. The viewer
experiences time as a non-centred phenomenon, as a deterritorialization of time from the
linear and a reterritorialization onto the personal, immediate and individual of the body.

Conclusion
The web viewing environment is mediated by the structures of time, memory and
knowledge. They operate in distinct ways in shaping the viewing experience. They each
have aspects which are linear, rooted in traditional knowledge structures, but in the
electronic context of the web, they begin to take on characteristics which align them
with the non-centred and non-hierarchical model of rhizomatic structure proposed by
Deleuze and Guattari.

Memory operates on two levels. The first is as a reservoir or archive for information
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storage. At this level it is centred, linear, following the categorisation and indexing
systems which typify traditional knowledge structures as they are described by Deleuze
and Guattari, and is akin to the long term memory. It is when memory begins to
function in the short term that it becomes non-centred and fragmented, resembling more
closely the rhizomatic structure. In the Web viewing environment, the evidence of both
kinds of memory structures can be identified. They operate side by side, the long-term
governing the method of the archive, the short term the more immediate concerns of the
viewing environment.

Time can also be theorised as operating both in a linear, and more dynamic, non-linear
way in order to shape the web’s viewing environment. When approached through the
operation of the computer and the operating system, time is highly regimented and
follows a linear sequence in order to execute its tasks. The web viewer, on the other
hand can find within the process of browsing, elements of the non-linear and nonsequential. A more rhizomatic experience of how time operates is expressed in this
regard.

This warping of memory and time towards the rhizomatic in the experience of the web
viewing environment is a result of the organisation of the Web itself. In many respects,
the structure of the internet also resembles the rhizomatic, and can be seen to operate in
this way.
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plateau four
Spider’s Web
The Operation of Entrapment
Webs call to mind a grid, but more circular than
rectangular in form and shape. Perhaps more circular in
function too, being not just a two-dimensional device for
the ordering and capture of space, but a form of
entrapment, capable of actual physical capture of the
body.
A porous, flexible and organically constructed
entity, where the surface lies not in the spaces that are
flattened, measured and delineated, as in the grid, but in
the cords and ribbons which are the web’s construction.
A device which finishes not with a limit or a border, but
with an unravelling. Strong and yet fragile.
If you are equipped with the correct physiology, like the
hairy legs of the spider, the web can be an easily
navigated and traversed series of causeways and
intersecting paths, navigated not by the points of the
compass or other rectangular/linear descriptors like “up
and down”, “left and right”. In the multidirectional web,
there are two systems for getting your bearings and
navigating the space.
The first involves calculating
proximity from the centre, the only definite and finite
coordinate of the web, which has the potential to expand
ever outwards. The second is the proximity to your next
logical destination. In the case of a spider, this is often
the path that leads to its next victim.
January 2003
Sydney, Australia
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CHAPTER 3
POWER AND RESISTANCE : NETWORKED UTOPIAS AND STRUCTURED
REALITIES

Introduction
Building on the investigation of long and short term (rhizomatic memory), this chapter
investigates how information flows are regulated in the viewing environment of the
world wide web. Information is the currency of the digital; knowledge in all its forms is
the basic building block of the information society. How this information is presented
and controlled is a crucial factor to consider. Ideally, the web exists as a space in which
the users can interact with each other and with information in a way which promotes
equality and transcends boundaries and restraints. A stream of rhetoric has developed in
relation to the possibilities presented by the formation of virtual communities through
the internet and the web, which centre around notions of freedom of movement and
equality of access. Taiwanese doctoral candidate Sangok Han Thornton, writing in
ctheory traces this trend to “Marshall McLuhan’s vision of the “global village”” and to
other writers who have since envisioned “an online community where people can realize
control over their government and social world as well as their consumer choices”.
Australian writer Terry Flew identifies the origins of this rhetoric as the “first
generation” of writers whose “personal passion and on-the-ground experience”
influenced their assertions that networked communication could be responsible for
political and social change, which would start in virtual communities and spread
outwards (106). In reality, however, this is not an accurate description of the ways in
which power and information flows shape the web. It privileges the global and fails to
consider the cultural experience and geographical context of the local culture.
Government regulation and commercial concerns extend into this realm, as do notions of
local identity, which lead to a fluid notion of the value of content, depending on context.
Flew, Australian David Teh (19-25), and American electronic publisher Bob Stein (198212) present arguments which highlight the inequalities and restrictions which regulate
the web environment.
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There exists in the web viewing environment an uneasy mix between control and
freedom, often played out between corporate and institutional identities, and individuals.
The operation and structuring of power on the internet is complex and contested, but it
can be better understood in the light of Deleuze and Guattari’s notions of smooth and
striated space, as outlined in A Thousand Plateaus (474-500).

Deleuze and Guattari describe the spaces in which information flows as being either
smooth or striated. They present several different models in which the striated space
operates as an organising structure in the form of a point to point system which regulates
and controls in a grid-like fashion, while smooth space is equated with a more nomadic
and non-hierarchical organising structure. The web takes on characteristics of both the
smooth and the striated in its operation, and this is evident in the metaphors which are
used to describe its operation, for example “surfing the net” and “the information
superhighway”, as argued by the hypertext theorist Mark Nunes. These terms serve to
highlight the fact that the viewer has some influence over how the viewing environment
is shaped. Thus the web exists simultaneously as both a smooth and a striated space,
dependent not only on the structures which regulate the flow of information on the web,
but the approach that an individual user brings to his or her interaction with the web
environment, and his or her desire to engage in the differing methods of traversing
information which the web allows.

Utopian Visions of the Web
The term “Utopia” was first coined by the philosopher Sir Thomas More (1478-1535) in
the early 16th Century. The word itself is “derived from two Greek words: Eutopia
(meaning ‘good place’) and Outopia (meaning ‘no place’)”, and since that time, the
word “now conjures up the vision of an ideal society” (Targowski). The web as a
version of utopia is an intriguing and immediately appealing idea. It is in some respects
a “no place”, in that virtual communities can be created without reference to the
physical, and in creating a new community or society, who wouldn’t want it to be a
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better community or society, an ideal one?

The emergence of the electronic communication and virtual communities are seen by
some writers as the tools which will contribute to the creation of a new kind of utopian
or ideal society. The web is often couched in terms which give it a utopian feel. Every
user is equal on the web. All information is equally accessible. This rhetoric of the
Web can be traced through several strands of thinking, back to the early days of
networked communication.

Thornton, in the article “Let Them Eat IT: The Myth of the

Global Village as an Interactive Utopia” links this utopian vision of the web and internet
with the idea of Marshall McLuhan’s global village. Thornton states that it is “easy
enough to agree with McLuhan that high tech vastly extends our senses. But his
suggestion that this development liquidates spatial boundaries - and thus belongs to
humanity, not just to the world’s elites - is far more controversial”. Thornton argues that
“orthodox icons of this genre” of utopian idealism such as Nicholas Negroponte’s Being
Digital (1995), Lawrence Grossman’s The Electronic Frontier (1995) and Esther
Dyson’s work point to a “shift from a culture of mass production and mass mediation to
one of customized knowledge and demassified engagement, not to mention flexible
production for a fast-changing market”.

Terry Flew identifies another strand of utopian discourse. Flew writes in Fibreculture in
2001, of the “’first generation’” of writing about virtual communities”, and their
“advocacy of CMC [Computer Mediated Communications] providing the potential new
form of community development and democratic citizenship” (106). He cites authors
such as Garth Graham, Howard Rhiengold, Richard Sclove, Amy Bruckman and
Douglas Schuler, all of whom, he argues wrote from their own personal experience of
networked communication in environments such as the Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link
(the WELL) in the early 1990s. These ideas were widely published and circulated in the
academic community.

David Teh, also writing in Fibreculture in 2001 writes that “the internet is the pluralist
mechanism par excellence” (23). He identifies it as having the qualities of presenting
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everything as possible, always available, just a click away. “From the first moment it is
presented to us, even in its formative years, before it has come to encompass the entire
sphere of production, even (and perhaps particularly) to the computer-illiterate debutante
unable to discern its real limits, it is given in its possessive totality” (23). He lists some
of these possibilities. The internet transcends boundaries of geographical distance, it
allows for twenty four hour access for both consumers and business, and it circumvents
the threat of censorship. He concludes that “the pluralism of the internet, promising to
transcend all these barriers at once, is very often mistaken for democracy itself, for the
idyllic space of unfettered free speech” (24).

Bob Stein is the founder of the Voyager Company, which published Laser disc and CDRom titles, and develops authoring tools for electronic publishing. In his article “’We
Could Be Better Ancestors Than This’: Ethics and First Principles for the Art of the
Digital Age”, Stein argues that much of the rhetoric concerning the web unthinkingly
makes the “almost automatic assumption that new technologies will work for the benefit
of humankind” (199). He notes that although the computer may be a revolutionary
technology, it does not herald any kind of revolutionary change in the basic social
structure of society (202). He remarks about the potential for the web for artists that
“Digital technology offers a tremendously powerful method of connecting us and
distributing artworks” (201), but that it is important to take the long view of what
exactly and who is privileged and represented by this technology.

The utopian vision aligns itself with notions of personal empowerment, and of
democracy. In the global village of this imagining everyone has an equal status as they
transcend the boundaries of geography, politics and wealth. These boundaries, however,
are not so easily transcended.

Whose Utopia?
All these writers, Thornton, Flew, Teh and Stein, identify the same key elements which
puncture this cosy rhetoric of a democratic utopia. The basis of this rhetoric stems from
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a largely North American, white, male viewpoint, which fails to take into account the
mercantile and commercial aspects of the web, and the ways in which culture, even in a
World Wide network, is often a localised affair. Flew cites the work of Daniel Miller
and Rob Slater in The Internet: An Ethnographic Approach (107-8). These writers
make “an extensive ethnographic study of Internet use among various communities in
Trinidad” (108). The conclusion of this research is that internet use cannot be cleaved
from the experience of the viewer in their local culture. A definite geographical context
exists within their viewing experience, which meshes with the global context of the
Internet.

Flew’s examination extends to different legal frameworks which regulate internet and
online content (110-3).

In particular he critiques the legislation and powers of

government to control content in three countries, the United States, Australia and China.
In the United States, the Communications Decency Act 1996 sought to prohibit certain
kinds of online content. It was overturned by the United States Supreme Court in ACLU
v. Reno in 1996 because it was seen as hindering the right to free speech which is
guaranteed to all Americans by their constitution. The judgment also made the point
that the internet could not be compared to other broadcast media, because it possessed
qualities which gave the user (or in the terms of the judgment, the speaker) a different
position within the power matrix of information consumption.

Flew sums up the key

findings of the judgment:

Internet communication was characterised by very low barriers to entry, identical
barriers to entry for speakers and listeners, highly diverse content, unrestricted
access to speakers, and relative parity of speakers. . . . the chaos of the Internet
was its greatest strength, and paralleled the strength of the First Amendment in
constitutionally guaranteeing diversity of speech, and that attempts to regulate
the content of the Internet in order to protect children from harmful material
risked ‘burning the global village to roast the pig’ (110-1).

In Australia, however, the Federal Government has chosen to adopt a strategy which
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regulates the internet and online services in much the same way that broadcast services
are regulated, by including online services and content into the already existing laws
which relate to broadcasting. The Broadcasting Services Amendment (Online Services)
1999 Legislation has been “widely criticised by the Internet industry, various community
groups, the Opposition political parties, and other, as unworkable in relation to content
hosted overseas, draconian in its approach to local Internet content, and generating high
compliance costs that could drive small ISPs out of the market” (111). This criticism
would indicate that legislation by one country only is not enough to provide any
meaningful regulation of internet content, and only restricts the ability of commercial
ventures to operate profitably from within Australian borders.

In China, the problem of government regulation is even more pronounced, because the
Chinese Communist Party seeks to control the media in order to stifle political
opposition.

Indeed, Chinese media is often directly controlled by the government,

offering an unchallenged mouthpiece for government propaganda. Flew observes that in
China “news sources are the sites most commonly accessed by Chinese Internet users”
(112). Thus in China, the government is faced with a difficult balancing act of allowing
access to the internet and the associated economic benefits which can ensue, while still
clamping down on unfavourable sources of information.

Thornton’s argument points to the growing inequality between rich and poor on a world
wide scale, and that the notion of the global village, rather than bridging these divides is
actually to some extent contributing to them, calling the “idea of the global village a
geocultural misnomer. The web is controlled and populated by First World nations that
“push” information and values onto an all too receptive periphery”. The “distribution of
IT is grossly uneven”, creating a growing disparity between the “information rich and
poor”. Thornton argues that issues such as homelessness, hunger, poverty, lack of health
care and illiteracy are not solved by internet technology, commenting that Dana
Blankerhorn notes that “there is a growing tension between the winners and losers of the
high-tech New Economy, which can no longer be viewed as an unambiguous savior”.
The equation of the web with democracy and freedom is further questioned by Thornton:
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There are many models of freedom, not all of them consider liberty best
protected where Nazism is given unrestricted voice. Nor do they think respect
for individualism is best served by the kind of freedom that fosters child
pornography. There is a growing awareness that the values associated with
America’s New Economy-an “anything goes” neoliberalism and neolibertinismhave been grossly oversold in the name of globalization.

Teh also questions the notion of the internet and the web as providing some kind of
democratic structure or equality. He states that commercial concerns are the driving
force which propels the dynamics of the internet. “. . . the law of cyberspace is the law
of the market, the lowest common denominator of this international cacophony of
regulatory agendas, the mere grunt of an ultimate accession to the logic of capital” (24).

Stein reads the internet as “rapidly becoming basically another method for the transfer of
the dominant culture’s ideas” taking on the properties of the already established
broadcast cultures” of television, movies and global print media, which are primarily
North American and sometimes European (202). Further, he writes that internet culture
is being produced by the same “U.S. culture corporations” as those that produce
mainstream music, news and entertainment, mirroring the power structures which
already exist. This is evidenced by the patterns of internet usage, measured by the
number of times a site is visited. He writes that the “content of these sites doesn’t look
very different from the New York Times top ten list of anything: movies, TV, even
books” (202). Rather than a diversity of culture and information, the web is often
providing only a homogenized culture for consumption along lines already operating in
other mass media.
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Smooth and Striated Space
Deleuze and Guattari offer the largely metaphoric and topographical models of smooth
and striated space for the examination of how information is structured and can flow in
relation to power and other institutionalized structures (474-500). It is a particularly
useful approach because it allows for both the regulating forces of striation, such as
government and commercial concerns, and the generally free-flowing of the smooth
space to co-exist.

Deleuze and Guattari speak of information flows existing in a space which can be either
smooth or striated.

These states may exist in opposition to one another, but they

communicate with one another in different ways, enacting a constant flow of change and
flux. A striated space may find itself becoming smooth, while a smooth space may in
the midst of a process of striation. They present a number of different models in order to
fully define the smooth and striated, and to illustrate the relationship which exists
between these two states.

The first model is the technological model, where the woven fabric is an example of the
striated, while felt represents the smooth. This concept of the smooth and striated space
is clearly illustrated by considering the properties of the felt and woven fabric. Woven
fabric has vertical and horizontal elements, where one of the elements functions as fixed,
and other as mobile. It is necessarily delineated and closed on at least one side, and
necessarily is possessed of both a top and a bottom. Felt implies that there is no
separation of threads, instead there is an entanglement at the level of the individual
fibres, creating a continuous variation. It is, in principal, an infinite arrangement, open
and unlimited in any direction, which has no top or bottom or centre (475-477).

Deleuze and Guattari also point out that there are many mixes between felt and fabric,
just as there are many and various relationships between the smooth and the striated.
For example, with crochet, there is open space in all directions, emanating from a centre,
with knitting there is a warp and weft created not by loom, but by needles, while
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embroidery combines a complex and various pattern between fixed and mobile elements
to create a central theme, and patchwork is the repetition of a motif or block which
extends in all and any direction.

Cyberspace as Smooth and Striated
Because of the virtual nature of cyberspace, these kinds of metaphors gain a strong
currency. They provide both the inspiration for the organising principles that designers
and programmers create within, and the structures for the viewers’ imagination to
construct their own experiences and trajectories in the space. As Mark Nunes, the
American hypertext theorist writes: “On Internet . . . these metaphors do not just
organize space; they create a space, or more accurately, they substantiate cyberspace as
a virtual topography” (62). Thus, the space of the Internet, as witnessed by the different
metaphors appropriated to describe its topography, is not a single type of space, there are
competing and intersecting notions of the space which co-exist with one another to form
and shape the entire experience of the web.

Cyberspace can be conceived as a virtual space with its own natural and inherent
topography which governs how it operates. Evidence of this is expressed in both the
ways in which users navigate through cyberspace, and in the language which is used to
articulate this interaction. A reading of the topographical nature of cyberspace exposes a
terrain in which the smooth and striated are in constant dialogue and exchange. Nunes
writes about the application of the smooth and striated to cyberspace. He begins his
argument by pointing out that even the metaphoric language we use to describe
cyberspace illustrates the tension that exists between these two states. When the phrase
“Surf the ‘Net” is used it evokes the qualities of Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of
smooth space (62).

In contrast, the description of “Cruising the Information

Superhighway” corresponds more closely with the “linear, point-oriented and Cartesian”
nature of the striated space. For Nunes “a striated ’highway’” topography determines
cyberspace as a system of regulated connections between determined points on dedicated
lines; conversely, a smooth “plane” topography “’writes’ a cyberspace of fluid transition
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and continual passage”.

Nunes identifies two key terms in Deleuze and Guattari’s descriptions of smooth and
striated space: allocation and distribution. These serve as the basis for a critique of the
internet in terms of the smooth and striated. Allocation implies the point-to-point
functioning which is the organising principle behind striated space - definite points of
contact where information (and thus viewers) gather.

Distribution is the organising

principle which describes smooth space, and corresponds with an approach which
privileges “deterritorialisation” and encourages the viewer to take “lines of flight”
through and across information structures in a non-hierarchical fashion, rather than
following the set pathways that are readily available.

The Travelling Explorer
One such notion of the world wide web, that of the traveller on a journey, brings into
focus other aspects of the smooth and the striated as they are revealed in the maritime
model and the aesthetic model that are described by Deleuze and Guattari.

In the maritime model, the metaphor is one of the sea, where the sea is “a smooth space
par excellence”. To be on the ocean is to be on a flat limitless plane extending in all
directions, unbounded (479). A potentially limitless space of encounter. The sea itself
is a constantly shifting entity, and in the middle of the open ocean there are no
landmarks or points from which to get your bearings. The horizon does not change its
position in relation to you. In this kind of space one travels not from point to point, but
along a line which is “therefore a vector, a direction and not a dimension or metric
determination”(478) Conversely, it is the very nature of this most perfect of smooth
spaces which causes its intense striation.

Many early mathematical, scientific and

technological breakthroughs were driven by the desire to impose onto the smooth of the
ocean some points to aid in navigation:

Maritime space was striated as a function of two astronomical and geographical

91

gains: bearings, obtained by a set of calculations based on exact observation of
the stars and sun: and the map, which intertwines meridians and parallels,
longitudes and latitudes, plotting regions known and unknown onto a grid”(479).

Thus the image of the internet navigator is one of a traveller who plots points and marks
grid lines in their journey through cyberspace, enacting the striation of the smooth as
they go. Sites provide site maps in order to orientate the visitor. The term navigator
conjures images of charts and sextants, readings, measurements and determinations of
place. Although originally part of nautical terminology, this term has also come to be
used in both air and space travel. Where once it was the ocean which the navigator
sought to master, in contemporary times, this has shifted to the exploration of outer
space. The web presents itself as a site for discovery, with all the attendant emotions of
promise, mastery, surprise, elation, disappointment and transversal of distance that this
evokes. Another connotation of this term arises from the reduction of a journey through
primarily three-dimensional space into the compressed and coded workings of twodimensional map surfaces. This is a vision discursively constructed to put the web user
at the centre of things, with the all the attendant power and freedom that this invokes.
Not surprisingly, as Nunes points out, this metaphor is commonly used by companies
such as Microsoft’s “Where do you want to go today?” advertising campaign of 1995
(62).

The metaphor of the traveller is seductive and compelling. It speaks to the viewer of the
courage, skill and sense of adventure that is required to navigate the ocean, though these
are hardly the skills required to navigate the web. When the viewer encounters the web
viewing environment, he or she does not really go anywhere at all. They stay in their
chair in front of your computer screen. They travel well worn paths and use standard
software, watching the browser’s icon in the top right hand corner of the frame as it
spins the globe or shoots stars. If anything, the web functions by sending packets of
requested information onto your desktop, that’s what downloading means. There’s as
much movement as someone who picks up the telephone and dials, it even works on the
same wired and satellite communications systems. So clearly, this metaphor is not
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referring to any sense of physical embodiment. If anything, it is giving you the tools to
leave your body behind.

This metaphor of user as explorer has two functions. The first is to give the user a
tangible metaphor with which to construct an approach to the vast repository of
knowledge which is available through the web. It softens the unfamiliarity of new
technology, and encourages a moulding of viewer practice which operates on familiar
paradigms such as location and journey. It gives the viewer an instant vocabulary in
which to express their experiences on the web, such as “searching” or “being lost”. It
brings comfort in the face of the otherwise bewildering proposition, another of the myths
on which the discourse of the web is constructed, that the whole world is out there, and
puts a positive spin on the whole situation.

The second function of this metaphor serves to disguise the other power agendas which
are played out over the web. The web is closely identified with the growing movement
of increasing globalisation which is one of the contemporary mantras of political and
economic discourse. It is about linking up the whole world, for whatever purposes, and
the web has increased this sense of global connection. By positing perceived power with
the user, it draws the individual into a consensual imagining that the web is a site for
“free” exploration. But the development of technology is almost always propelled by
commercial concerns, and this is as true of the web as of any other technology.
Thornton writes that the “Web can better be described as a marketing dream come true:
a place where marketers can identify users, but users cannot recognize each other”. The
user is not really an adventurous explorer at all. The user in this instance is a consumer,
pinned into place by the forces of commercial striation on the web, manipulated into
taking the paths of least resistance, enacting a point-to-point interaction along
predetermined sets of links to carefully chosen destinations.

Nunes links a striated cyberspace with utopian arguments similar to the ones already
discussed. It is “discussions of the Internet which assume a striated topography [which]
see the medium as not only providing for more efficient commerce”, but also the kind of
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point to point linking which enables a virtual community to communicate and exist (62).
In this vision, cyberspace “figures as a multitude of interconnected ‘sites’; thus the
‘highway’, however poor a metaphor it may be for the technical functioning of Internet
communication, accurately captures the topography of the user interface: a striated space
in which lines connect to terminal points”, as described by Deleuze and Guattari.

The Nomad
The other metaphor which comes to mind and is most relevant for this discussion is that
of the aesthetic model which Deleuze and Guattari put forward. In this model, Nomad
Art is described in terms of smooth and striated space. As they explain:

It seems to us that the Smooth is both the object of vision par excellence, and the
element of a haptic space (which may be as much visual or auditory as tactile).
The Striated, on the contrary, relates to a more distant vision, and a more optical
space-although the eye in turn is not the only organ to have this capacity (493).

In this notion, the smooth is a nomad space, where “no line separates earth from sky,
which are of the same substance; there is neither horizon nor background nor perspective
nor limit nor outline or form nor center” (494). This corresponds to notions about the
decentred nature of the hypertext writing space, commented on by hypertext theorists
and authors such as George Landow and Michael Joyce.

Nunes writes of the world wide web that “As Netscape’s ship-wheel logo implies, the
smooth topography of the WWW more closely resembles the sea than the highway,
giving users ‘infinite’ degrees of freedom” (64). The nomadic is the experience of the
web “surfer”, who is a free traveller across the surface of the web. As Nunes writes,
“Instead of allocating virtual space, the WWW distributes and displaces it; it presents a
‘rhizomatic’ ‘Net-scape’ in which ‘web pages’ serve as pointers rather than terminal
points” (64). The vision of the web as a smooth space entices with its allusions to a less
regulated, freer form of browsing which is open-ended and without a clearly defined
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predetermined destination.

Structured Realities

It has already been established that the smooth and the striated exist not only at polar
opposites but in many cases also in a state of mixture, undergoing constant
transformation from one to the next. It seems almost inevitable that the smooth will
encounter striation at some point, this is part of the nature of the relationship and
communication which exists between the two states. Deleuze and Guattari acknowledge
as much when they theorise that the “smooth always possess a greater power of
deterritorialization than the striated” (480).

Where the smooth is equated with the nomadic, the forces of the striated are the forces
of hierarchy and other social conventions, such as the State, instutions, or commercial
interests. As Nunes explains it, “Striated cyberspace sets out to function as a simulated
world that overcomes real space by providing more direct (point to point) contact and
therefore greater efficiency” (63). In this way, the state can maintain control over the
access of the resources that are available on the web by controlling the access of users to
the striated flows of information - “in a striated space, if you are not connected, you are
nowhere” (63). They also control the shape of the grid, and how points are connected to
each other within the system. Commercial concerns operate in a similar manner. By
controlling information flows and grids, they can seek to influence and regulate the
users’ journey from one carefully manipulated point to the next, creating maximum
efficiency, and more opportunities for transaction.

Two examples of how the control of web browsing can become concentrated along lines
of commercial striation are the ninemsn network, owned by Publishing and Broadcasting
Limited (PBL), which positioned itself in the late 1990s to take advantage of the
commercial possibilities of the web, and the rise of Microsoft’s Internet Explorer as the
dominant web browser in the market. These examples illustrate how access, power and
control on the web can be carefully controlled by large commercial entities such as PBL
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and Microsoft. Any development which threatens the commercial viability of these
entities is quickly appropriated by them. A clear example of this occurred in the mid
1990s, the web browser Netscape Navigator, (based on the earlier browser Mosaic), was
the most popular browser used to access the web (Bulletin, 7 May 2003). It was so
popular that it “kicked of the internet boom” when its stock was publicly offered for the
first time in 1995, starting at $US28 and reaching a high of $US58.25 in a single day.
“Microsoft was caught napping, and for a while Netscape posed a real threat to its
Windows operating monopoly”. To answer this threat, Microsoft licensed the Mosaic
code, “shined it up and called it Internet Explorer”. Being based on the same original
Mosaic framework, it would seem that Netscape Navigator and Internet Explorer would
be very similar, which was the case. Netscape, however did not fare as well as its less
established rival, since by “the middle of 2002, 95% of all web users ran a version of
Microsoft’s Internet Explorer”. This occurred because Microsoft bundled its browser
with the Windows operating system, which overwhelmingly dominates the market for
operating systems. Not only did this give their browser an instant market, the Windows
operating system was configured to make the use of Internet Explorer easier than the use
of any competing browsers. As a result “Netscape didn’t stand a chance, because most
web users would take the path of least resistance and run the software already installed
on their machines”.

In an Australian example, Microsoft and PBL joined forces in 1998 to create the
ninemsn network, so that both commercial entities had an increased presence and user
flow. They did this by creating a portal site called ninemsn (illustrated in Fig. 7.).
Writing in the Sydney Morning Herald in 2000, Tom Burton states that “portals are the
mass market products of the industry” of the web. They “secure a very wide user base
which, from a business point of view, is the attraction”. Burton describes portal sites as
typically including a “search facility, a catalogue of other sites . . . an aggregation of
information content, a series of transactional sites such as a travel site, and a bunch of
digital applications, most notably free e-mail”. The ninemsn site offers all these
functions, and most notably access to all the vast traditional media content of PBL (for
example Nine Network programs and Consolidated Press magazines), and embedded in
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Fig. 7. ninemsn Portal Site.
The ninmsn homepage.
26 March 2004.<http://ninemsn.com.au/homepage.asp>
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the site is Hotmail, the largest free web based email service, which is now owned by
Microsoft. In this way, Microsoft and the PBL have an effective funnel to channel users
through their network of sites, and more importantly, away from other sites that offered
similar services, such as search engines or news and information. In 1998, when the
network was first launched, the “business concept” was described as follows in the
Australian Financial Review : “to replace traditional media revenue - advertising - with
commissions earned on every financial transaction on the network, skimming the
billions of dollars expected to be spent online worldwide within a few years”. The
ninemsn site quickly grew to become the most visited portal site by Australians. By July
2000, Tom Burton was writing in the Sydney Morning Herald that “There is ninemsn
and then there is everyone else”.

This could be because in Australia, when you

download the Microsoft browser it “actually turns the start page into the ninemsn home
page”.

The alliance between Microsoft and PBL is only a local Australian example of a global
trend. In the United States, America Online AOL and Time Warner have merged to
become AOL-Time Warner, which extends through online, cinema, traditional print
medias, music and pay television networks.

These conglomerations and alliances

illustrate an interesting point about how commercialisation on the web functions. It is
an alliance between the more recent power structures of the communications/computer
industries with the established media/information structures. It hastens the consolidation
of established power structures over the supposed unexplored dimension of the web.
Certainly then this does not mesh with the visions of a web based utopia. The kind of
social and political changes that were envisioned for virtual communities based on
greater access and equity, as previously discussed, are not encouraged by these large
commercial entities, who seek to empower the individual, not as citizen but as
consumer.

In the Tate Net Art site, the forces of striation operate to position the viewer as a
consumer as surely as they do in the commercial sites discussed. In this instance it is the
power of the institution of the Tate Gallery which is being exercised, to offer the viewer
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this institution’s view of how art should be consumed online, and as a result, the web
specific art it carries.

The Tate Net Art (shown in Fig. 8.) site is the one of the sections of the Tate’s web
presence, collectively known as Tate Online (refer to Fig. 9.). Tate Net Art exhibits web
specific art work from British artists that it commissions to produce work for the site.
The Tate is a series of galleries in Britain which hold the British national collections of
British Art and international modern art. It is regarded as a landmark cultural institution,
particularly in regard to British cultural life, and its collections hold many significant
and historically important art works, particularly paintings. The Tate Net Art site has
been exhibiting work since 2000. In an essay on the site which dates from when the site
was first available, new media artist Matthew Fuller writes of the difficulty of
establishing a mutually beneficial dialogue and relationship between large institution
such as the Tate and artists making web specific work. “For artists working via the nets
to now involve museums as one of the media systems through which their work
circulates what is crucial is, alongside the avoidance of being simply nailed down by the
spotlight, to attempt to establish, not a comfy mode of living for the museum on the
networks, but a series of prototypes for and chances at something other and more
mongrel than both”. The Tate Net Art site adopts a very conservative approach to the
exhibition of the work it commissions. It does not make any overt references to a wider
community or context of the web viewing environment from which this work is
generated. The primary context is most definitely that of the Tate, not of the world wide
web.

Tate Net Art has a very basic design which follows standard web conventions. The
emphasis is on the current work which is being exhibited. This is represented by a very
large graphic icon, larger than the usual size of web graphic icon, but nevertheless
having much the same linking function. The title of the work and the artist name also
appear here. Links to previous works appear in a band at the top of the page, just as
title. Links to them also appear displayed with an icon, title, and artist name beneath the
most recent commissions, under the heading “Previous net art commissions”. There are
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Fig. 8. Tate Net Art
Main page for the Tate Net Art exhibition site
27 March 2004. <http://www.tate.org.uk/netart>
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Fig. 9. Tate Online
The homepage for the Tate’s web presence.
27 March 2004. <www.tate.org.uk/home/default.htm>
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links to two critical texts, which are displayed as a title, author and date, and placed
under the heading “Critical texts”. This makes it easy to navigate.

The Tate Net Art site’s design makes little discernible attempt to create a unique viewing
environment or visual presence. The design is basic and standard Web design. Much of
the space visible within the browser window is the standard content of Tate Online, the
Tate’s overarching web site. The design of the site, from colours and fonts through to
the inclusion of the Tate Online standard navigation menu on the right hand side and
banners at the top of the page show a clear design priority for integrating the Net Art site
with the rest of the Tate Online structure.

The effect of this is to give greater

prominence to the projects exhibited, particularly the most recent commissions, which
through the size of their graphic linking icon, are placed in a privileged position in
relation to the site’s other content.

The Tate takes its role as an institutional preserver of culture, particularly modern and
contemporary art, very seriously. Tate Online has two main roles. The first is to
provide information to visitors and tourists considering coming to the Tate about
exhibitions, talks and other events at the galleries, such as the awarding of the Turner
Prize to a British artist under fifty. The second is to provide an online search of the
Tate’s entire collection. After successfully searching for a work, an image of the work
can be viewed, along with a full description.

The Tate Net Art site is accessed from the main site through a navigation bar on the right
hand side of the page, where Net Art is a link, along with other links to sites for “Key
Information”, “Free Email Bulletin” and “Audio and Video”. Tate Net Art does not
assert any kind of distinguishing presence within the broader hierarchy of the Tate sites.
It is in a position where it would not attract much notice. It is clear through the
hierarchy of these sites, and their relationship to one another that the Tate Net Art site
designed to fit into the broader structure and vision of the Tate Online.

It is firmly

positioned within the Tate Online presence. It carries a large banner which is common
to all the Tate sites, and navigation bars. Indeed the icon and description display
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interface that it uses as a navigation interface is similar in appearance to the image and
description that are displayed for items in the Tate’s collection. With this structure the
institutional presence is placed in a position of privilege. The forces of striation are
clearly visible in this site, through the institutions control of all aspects of the viewer
environment. The power and dominance of the institution is absolute.

Escaping Striation
Although anyone is technically able to have a web site, and thus a net presence, the
proliferation of the web as a connection of personal “home pages” and fan generated
sites has been quickly subsumed by the commercialisation of the web. If you want to
find these sites, you have to actively seek them out, search for them, or know where they
are already. Daniel Petre, who brokered the Microsoft-PBL deal in 1998 was quoted in
The Financial Review at the time as saying “one of the unfortunate situations that’s
occurred on the internet is that it’s gone from being this world where anyone can publish
competitively at a very low price to being a place where money starts to matter”.

These alliances also foreground the importance of content on the web. In these cases the
content is primarily provided by the traditional media sources involved. There is an
opposing argument that the value of content morphs and changes as part of its digital
identity on the web. John Perry Barlow, one of the founders of the Electronic Frontier
Foundation argues that the “fundamental aspect of an information technology is its
ability to fight entropy and to increase in value and complexity” (11). Clearly this is not
a definition of value based on the immediate commercial returns that can be generated.
Doug Carlston, the software pioneer, extends the argument further when he states: “One
of the biggest misconceptions about content is that it’s an asset that endures, that has
value like catalogs, libraries, film records, music records, or written archives”(41). He
considers that the “value on the Net is the creative ability to unfold, to create new
context on the fly”. It sounds like Carlston is saying that new kind of content and value
is in the ascendant.
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The kind of content described by Barlow and Carlston is also examined by the Slovenian
Janez Strehovec in “The Web as an Instrument of Power and Realm of Freedom”.
Strehovec writes about Bojan Stokelj’s site “Programmer in Belgrade” (designed by
Aleksandra Memon), described as “at heart, an art project, a global tool of multi-layered
communications. It is about the web site as a new artistic medium”. It can be viewed
“in accordance with the nature of the web” as “a work in progress”. Strehovec describes
the site: “Its layout reproduces the structure of the TV news programme of Yuogslav
RTV Serbia, a prominent regime TV station. Its various sections - politics, tourism, art,
and the weather forecast for the following day - simulate the general structure and main
contents of TV news”. The elements which differentiate the site from the news services
it mimics and critiques are the personal touches and responses to the news which are
included in the site, such as “photographs taken by the artist (Bojan Stokelj) himself, of
participants at demonstrations and with potent messages divided into graffiti, alternative
(and therefore, real) information, aphorisms, and commentaries”.

This case would seem to indicate that it is still one of the potent possibilities of the web
to create spaces which exist outside of the regulation of government control and
censorship, and which are in opposition to the striating forces of control which are
evident in the commercial aspects of the web.

Clearly, as has been argued, notions of power and information on the web are
complicated and contested. It is not the dynamic and democratic free for all which the
utopian rhetoric would indicate. Power aggregates and regulates control, information
flows along lines already established in preceding media or and commercial interests
dominate - the bigger the commercial interest, the more resources they have with which
to dominate. Despite this, the web still offers some users the opportunity to seek
alternative and different power structures, which operate from the local, the individual
and the non-commercial, as demonstrated by the web site “Programmer in Belgrade”.

104

User Choice
As the previously discussed cases of the metaphoric descriptions “surfing the web”
versus the “information superhighway” would indicate, it is possible for the web viewer
to encounter both smooth and striated spaces on the web. In some instances however,
this experience of the web as being either smooth or striated in its operation may
actually be the result of a the viewer’s own personal attitude and engagement with the
web in that moment.

The world wide web search engine is a device which is familiar to most web users. It
plays a role both as an agency of the smooth, and as one of the key forces of striation on
the web, as already discussed, and this is largely dependent on the attitude and desire of
the user. Take for example the popular search engine, Google, which now handles
queries of “upwards of 200 million a day” (Achenbach). Google functions both as a
traditional search engine, where the user keys in a search term in order to carry out a
search, and as a directory, where, through a process of narrowing through categories,
users arrive at list of sites which fit the category that they were searching for. Clearly,
the system of the directory follows classical hierarchical lines of categorization, familiar
from organising principles from disciplines such as the biological sciences, where the
classification of living things works through a similar process of grouping living things
according to their similarities and differences, until the classification of a species can be
made. This is clearly a striating force, where the user moves from point to point,
designated and clearly defined within the directory itself, until they reach the list of
appropriate sites. It operates like a grid, marking sites as points of reference. The search
function can also be used as an organising principle which utilises the properties of
allocation, striating the space. This can occur when the user keys in search terms which
are quite specific, and are designed to target a particular set of sites (or sometimes an
individual).

The user who approaches the web using such a specific search or directory method is
effectively bringing with them the desire to striate the space, to conduct their interaction
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in a point-to-designated-point manner. Google obliges them and provides them with the
means for conducting their web experience according to their expectations. In this case
they are users of the Information Superhighway, zooming through the peak hour traffic
with their Google inspired “map”, taking the marked turn offs until they reach their
predetermined destination. The inventors of Google, Sergey Brin and Lawrence Page
were Ph.D. candidates at Stanford University in the United States when then they
invented Google. They outline the techniques they have employed to make a Google
search as relevant as possible to the search terms in their article “The Anatomy of a
Large-Scale Hypertextual Search Engine”.

These include the use of “fast-crawling

technology . . . to gather the web documents and keep them up to date”, and a
sophisticated system of calculating the “PageRank” of the items returned by any search,
“largely by counting citations or backlinks to a given page. This gives some
approximation of a page's importance or quality. PageRank extends this idea by not
counting links from all pages equally, and by normalizing by the number of links on a
page”. A Google search hopes to return items in the order based on “an objective
measure of its citation importance that corresponds well with people's subjective idea of
importance”.

Bringing a different approach to Google’s search function, however can lead to an
experience of the web through Google which more closely resembles a smooth space.
Following the metaphor of the web “surfer”, it is possible to conduct a search which
brings to the fore not a set of destinations, but rather a web of possibilities, to be
explored and meandered through: to enact a kind of web browsing which more readily
takes “lines of flight” which operate along the organising principle of distribution. The
Google interface makes a cheeky attempt to encourage this kind of web browsing. On
the page on which their search engine is located you can use either the standard “Google
Search” button, or you can use a search button titled “I’m Feeling Lucky”, which
immediately takes you to a random page which matched your search term. This kind of
browsing is less reliant on the need to reach a final destination, and instead takes on the
qualities of a mid-afternoon stroll through a foreign town without a map. In this way the
web becomes the nomadic space of the smooth, without centre, without horizon. The
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haptic vision of the nomad/surfer, waiting out the back, watching the waves form and
the sets roll in.

Conclusion

There is a strong rhetoric of utopia surrounding the internet and web, based on notions
that these technologies can provide democratic systems of communication and a level
the playing field between all users.

In reality however, commercial concerns and

government regulation are widespread on the web, and through their presence they can
exert power and control to subvert the freedoms of the individual. These two forces, of
controlling power and utopian freedom exist in a situation of uneasy co-existence. The
operation of power and the resistance to it can be read through Deleuze and Guattari’s
theorisation of information flows as either smooth or striated. The utopian visions of the
web are closely aligned with notions of the smooth, while the powerful entities of
government and commerce, which impose control from above act as the striating force
within the network. For those with an interest in seeing the utopian vision become the
dominant model for the distribution of power, it can only be hoped that in the case of the
web, Deleuze and Guattari’s assertion that the smooth will inevitably encounter striation
does not hold true in this case.

The metaphors of smooth and striated function intensely on the world wide web. They
provide models for viewing the web which allow for both the non-hierarchical, nomadic
approach of the web “surfer” and the categorisation of information which is relevant to
the traveller of the “information superhighway”. The web exists in both forms, and as a
mingling of them, and it in this context, it is the approach which the viewer chooses to
engage which can often activate the forces of smoothing and striation.
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plateau five
Random Stacks and Piles
An Alternative Method of Traversal
I sit at my desk in the dusk’s fading light. Outside, the
cockatoos and kookaburras are singing their farewell that
marks the day’s passing into night. In my study I am
surrounded by books, notes and papers, arranged in
various stacks and piles. The organisation of these stacks
and piles may seem random to the outside observer, but
each item has its own place in the seeming chaos, known
only to me.
As I rise from my seat to switch on the light, I step
between the stacks, placing my feet on the few spaces of
open carpet. At the centre I am caught as though in a
web. I move as though through smooth space. It is my
own physical traversal through accumulated knowledge.
March 2004
Sydney, Australia
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CONCLUSION
This thesis demonstrates that there are several aspects of the world wide web’s viewing
environment, in particular for web specific art work, which influence and shape a
viewer’s experience. The issues facing the viewer and his or her relationship to the
viewing environment are clearly foregrounded. The viewing environment of the web is
mediated by the elements of interface, the organising structures of time, memory and
knowledge, and the balance between the potential freedoms of the web viewing
environment and the powers of government, commerce and institutions which would
seek to control it.

The viewer is involved in several complex interactions through the agency of the
interface and the demands placed on the physical body by the use of a computer. On the
one hand, these lead the viewer to experience the condition of thought created by the
unique properties of the digital, termed digitality, while on the hand, he or she is trapped
in the physically static matrix of the viewer pose. This was demonstrated in Chapter
One, where the screen as the site for interface was examined on several levels, for
example as a visual surface, as a semiotic surface, and as the site of interactivity, with
reference to the ideas of Lev Manovich in the analysis of the web browser window as a
key aspect of the screen’s interface. In contrast to the activity that is potentially present
on the screen, the specific physical matrix which is created in the interaction between
viewer, computer hardware and screen was shown to be an entrapment by “distraction”,
as described by William Bogard, which anchors the viewer firmly in the physical while
the digital is enacted before him or her. Understanding the shaping of the web viewing
environment in terms digitality and the viewer pose gives a clear idea of the state of the
viewer in the web viewing environment.

The predominant organising structures of the web also serve to shape the web viewing
environment. Two of these are the ways in which memory and time are experienced in
the web viewing environment. Chapter 2 demonstrated how the web itself can be read
as an electronic memory technology, as argued by Florian Brody. It introduced the ideas
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of Deleuze and Guattari’s “rhizome” as an organising principle which is nonhierarchical, decentred and fragmented. It then proceeded to show how aspects of time,
memory and the internet itself could operate as rhizomatic structures, and offered the
Rhizome ArtBase site as an example of a rhizomatic web structure.

Issues of regulation and control, power and dominance, are central to the ways in which
the viewing experience is perceived. Far from being a space for the exercise of freedom
and democratic ideals, the web is a highly regulated viewing environment. Chapter
Three outlined some of the key rhetorics of the utopian visions of the web, and
demonstrated that the forces of regulation do indeed exist, in the form of government
regulation, commercial dominance and institutional hierarchy which seek to manipulate
the viewer’s traversal of the web environment. The chapter then substantiated a reading
of the web, in terms of Deleuze and Guattari’s notions of the smooth and the striated,
closely referencing the work of Mark Nunes. The cases of the web sites for ninemsn and
Tate Net Art were discussed in order to give some examples of how commercial and
institutional concerns can use their dominance as a form of striation. Some possibilities
of experiencing the web without encountering striation were outlined, and rely on the
user bringing the attitude of the “surfer” to the viewing experience.

The originality of this research has been to place the focus of enquiry on the viewer and
the conditions which mediate the viewing environment, not on the internet as an abstract
concept which embodies notions of virtuality, or on the functioning of texts in this
environment. It is evident that there is scope for further examination and research into
the world wide web, and the conditions of viewing web specific art work, from the
perspective of the viewer.

This thesis has made some inroads into this gap, by

presenting the ideas of “digitality” as a condition of thought, and by presenting the
matrix of the “viewer pose” as methods for considering this perspective.

This research is significant because it shows that the metaphoric structures proposed by
Deleuze and Guattari can illuminate the complex interactions of the world wide web,
and give fresh models for innovative considerations of the viewing environment. This
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research is particularly of interest to artists who create web specific art work.

It has been shown in this thesis that the web viewing environment is a contested and at
times difficult environment for the viewer to negotiate. One of the roles of web specific
art work in this environment then, should be to challenge, question and even subvert the
orthodoxies which operate, to expand the possibilities of the web as a delivery medium,
not just for art, but for all viewers.
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